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Foreword

This book represents a valuable contribution on the extent to which and how Spanish public 
policies have been defined and configured according to the policy processes that have taken 
place in the European Union (EU) over time and across policy domains. The main idea is to 
include thirteen policy domains that characterise the real impact of the EU integration process 
on domestic Spanish public policies thus far. 

The chapters of this book offer well-founded analyses of the adaptation and adjustment of 
Spanish public policies to the Europeanisation process which started with the entrance of Spain 
in the European Economic Community in 1986. This book clearly offers a better understanding of 
the impact of EU politics in domestic Spanish policies and a further refinement of Spanish history 
within the EU. Furthermore, it reinforces the theoretical frame of the Europeanisation literature. 

The book is a product of a collective project supported by the Center of Excellence Jean 
Monnet: Barcelona Center for European Studies (BACES) at Pompeu Fabra University, as well 
as the Jean Monnet Chair in EU Governance, which brought together several scholars from 
different disciplines and Spanish universities to collaborate on this project. In this volume, both 
well-established academics and a new generation of scholars are brought together. All scholars 
who participate in this project are active researchers on EU issues from different disciplines, 
including political science, law, economy, and sociology. The chapters included in this volume 
clearly reflect the research interests and expertise of the participants. This produces a more 
profitable approach to the theoretical frame of the volume. 

Surprisingly, there are no studies on the Spanish case that systematically analyse the 
impact of the EU integration process across a range of public policies. The contribution of 
this volume considers Europeanisation mainly through the selection of key and representative 
public policies that have been implemented in Spain over the last forty years. 

Thus, thirteen policy cases are studied in a rather systematic way, covering a broad range 
of public policies. The policy areas analysed in the book responsively reflect the different 
types of public policies: regulative, distributive, redistributive, macroeconomic, and foreign and 
defense policies. All policy domains are substantive both in political and academic terms. 
However, there is still room for further research through the contribution of other empirical and 
analytical policy cases of the Europeanisation of Spanish polity. 

This book is a relevant source of information for scholars interested in the impact of the 
European Union on the policies and politics of Member States, as well as scholars who seek 
more information about the contents of the policy domains under study and the variety of 
observable outcomes. As many chapters of the book demonstrate, Europeanisation is 
certainly a significant and interesting factor of policy change in Spain. However, in addition to 
the Europeanisation process, there might be other dimensions interacting, revealing broader 
political and policy developments across EU Member States. 

Javier Arregui





XIII

Notes on contributors 
Javier Arregui 
Javier Arregui is Associate Professor in European Politics and Jean Monnet Chair in EU Governance. He 
is also the Director of the Barcelona Center for European Studies (BACES) at Pompeu Fabra University. 
His main areas of research are related to the different stages that link the EU Policy Process, EU Public 
Policies and the impact of the EU Governance on the Domestic Politics and Policies of Member States. 
He has published in the highest-ranked journals dealing with European Union Politics. Currently, he is 
engaged in the first research project that is going to collect systematic data on the European Parliament 
policymaking process. This project will be able to disentangle for the first time the main determinants that 
explain policymaking within the European Parliament. 

Carlos Martínez Mongay 
Carlos Martínez Mongay is former Director of the European Commission, where he retired in 2019 acting as 
Deputy Director General in the Directorate General for Economic and Financial Affairs. He was Head of Cabinet of 
European Commission Vice-President Joaquín Almunia for Competition Policy and Counsellor for Economic and 
Monetary Union (EMU) affairs for Commissioner Solbes. He has contributed to the design and implementation 
of economic policies and economic policy coordination and multilateral surveillance procedures in EMU, such 
as the Stability and Growth Pact, the European Semester, the Banking Union or competition policy. He 
has directly supervised the economies of numerous Member States, including France, Italy and Spain. He has 
also been responsible for the post-program surveillance missions in Portugal and Ireland. Martínez Mongay is 
author of numerous academic articles, monographies and contributions on econometrics, applied economics, 
public finance and economic integration, and has also been Academic Visitor at Oxford University. Currently, 
he collaborates with EcoMod and the ORFIN Chair of the University of Alcalá de Henares.

Ana Mar Fernández Pasarín 
Ana Mar Fernández Pasarín is Associate Professor in Politics and Public Administration and Jean Monnet 
Chair in European Policies at the Autonomous University of Barcelona (UAB). She is the scientific coordinator 
of the EUGOV: EU Government and Governance consolidated research group and the principal investigator of 
the EUDEL Project: “Delegation in the Post-Lisbon Era: a quantitative analysis of comitology” funded by the 
Spanish Ministry of Economy and Competitiveness (2018-2022). Her main research areas are European 
institutional dynamics and public policies, with specific reference to the comitology procedures. Prof. 
Fernández has extensively published in EU Studies academic journals such as the Journal of European 
Integration and the Journal of Common Market Studies.

Andrea Lanaia 
Andrea Lanaia is Lecturer in European Politics currently affiliated with the EUGOV research group at the 
Faculty of Political Science and Sociology at the Autonomous University of Barcelona (UAB). His Ph.D. 
thesis investigates the relationship between the effects of Europeanisation on domestic electricity policies 
and the expansion of EU tasks and competencies in Spain. Prof. Lanaia research interests encompass the 
Europeanisation of energy and climate policies at the local, regional and national levels.

Nuria Font 
Nuria Font is Associate Professor of Political Science at the Autonomous University of Barcelona (UAB), 
where she teaches undergraduate and postgraduate courses on EU institutions, politics and policy. She 
has been a visiting researcher at the European University Institute in Florence, the University of California 
at Berkeley, the University of California at San Diego, the University of Chicago and the University of 
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. She currently investigates EU decision-making, democratic accountability 
and transparency in EU policymaking, and the Europeanisation of policies in the domestic context. Her 
most recent research outcome is published at Journal of European Public Policy, Journal of Common 
Market Studies, Government & Opposition, Environmental Politics, Ecology & Society, Parliamentary 
Affairs, International Review of Administrative Sciences and Administration & Society. She is currently the 
coordinator of the PhD program Politics, Policies and International Relations (UAB). 



XIV Europeanisation of Public Policies in Spain: Opportunities and Challenges

Sergio González 
Sergio González Begega is Associate Professor at the Department of Sociology, University of Oviedo 
(Spain), where he coordinates the M.A. Programme in History and Sociocultural Analysis. He is also member 
of the research networks PROMEBI (Uniovi), WPE and GoodCorp (ETUI). From 2019 to 2022 he was co-PI 
of the EU-funded research project SODITREC. He has enjoyed research fellowships at MBS (Manchester), 
ETUI (Brussels), CSU-CNRS (Paris) and IPP-CSIC (Madrid). His research lines include European industrial 
relations, social pacts neo-corporatism and comparative social policy. He has published articles in journals 
such as Employee Relations, Economic and Industrial Democracy, Social Movement Studies, Employee 
Relations, Transfer, REIS and RIS, among others. 

Ana Guillén 
Ana M. Guillén is Full Professor of Sociology at the University of Oviedo (Spain), and the coordinator of the 
research group PROMEBI (Promoting Work and Welfare in Europe) at that same institution. She also teaches 
in the Master on European Politics and Society of Pompeu Fabra University (Barcelona) as well as in other 
short-term master and doctoral courses in Europe. Further, she has been part of the boards of ESPAnet 
(European Social Policy Analysis Network) and Research Committee 19 of the International Sociological 
Association, as well as founder of Espanet-Spain (Red Española de Política Social, REPS).  Currently, Prof. 
Guillén is a member of the Advisory Board of the Observatoire Social Européen (OSE, Brussels). Her research 
interests include comparative social and labour policy, Europeanisation and European integration. She has 
published articles in journals such as Journal of European Social Policy, Social Science & Medicine, Social 
Politics, European Societies, Comparative European Politics, International Journal of Health Services, Transfer, 
West European Politics, and Social Policy and Administration, among others. She has acted as a consultant 
to the European Commission and the International Labour Organisation. 

Joel Cantó 
Joel Cantó is Predoctoral Researcher at the Barcelona Center for European Studies (BACES) at Pompeu 
Fabra University. He holds the Master of Research in Political Science from Pompeu Fabra University, and 
two Bachelors of Arts in Political Science and International Business (University of Barcelona). His research 
interests focus on the voting behaviour of sexual minorities, morality politics, and the study of inequality and 
nationalism. Before joining BACES, he participated in the management of international exchange programs 
in the Faculty of Economics and Business at the University of Barcelona for a year. Afterwards, he worked as 
an International Trade consultant for public-private partnerships at TABS, inc. (New York), as well as a Social 
Media consultant for the Spanish brand SEAT at Nethodolo.gy (Barcelona), respectively. 

Eusebi Colàs-Neila 
Eusebi Colàs-Neila is Associate Professor of Labor and Social Security Law and greDTiSS researcher at 
Pompeu Fabra University. He has been a professor at the Carlos III University of Madrid, professor-tutor at 
the UNED in Barcelona, collaborator at the UOC and visiting researcher at the Massimo D’Antona European 
Labor Center Studi di Diritto of the Università degli Studi di Catania and at the Istituto di Studi del Lavoro 
at the Università degli Studi di Milano. He has produced reports for unions and other public organisations, 
including the Labor Law and Reform Unit (LABOURLAW) of the International Labor Organisation. His latest 
works address issues related to the role of collective bargaining and worker representatives in the control of 
artificial intelligence; the reforms of the Social Security systems, with special attention to the participation 
of social actors; the treatment of digital evidence in the social process, or access to labor justice.

Julia López 
Julia López is Full Professor of Labour Law and Social Security Law at Pompeu Fabra University Law School 
(Barcelona) since 1996 and researcher in the research group for Labour and Social Security Law GREDTISS. 
She has also been a visiting scholar at the Nanovic Institute of the University of Notre Dame on an annual 
basis since 2003. She has been affiliated with the University of Rome, the University of Paris-Nanterre II, 
the Institute of European Studies of the Free University of Brussels and the University of Naples. She is also 
member of the steering committee of the Labour Law Research Network, and was part of the organising 
committee of the Inaugural Conference held in 2013 in Barcelona. Her work has been published by Oxford 
University Press, Cambridge University Press, Russell Sage Foundation, Wolters Kluwert, Lavori i Diritto, 
Comparative Labor Law and Policy Journal, Bomarzo. She has recently participated in research projects 
on precarious work and social rights led by the Working Lives Research Institute (London Metropolitan 
University) funded by the European Commission. 



Notes on contributors XV

Laura Cruz 
Laura Cruz-Castro is CSIC Senior Researcher at the Institute of Public Goods and Policies (IPP) in Madrid 
(Spain) Her area of research is science and innovation policy. She has studied evaluation systems, 
research careers and the dynamics of research organisations. She has published in the main international 
journals in the area and her research has been funded by competitive national and international funding 
sources. She is currently interested in the funding of research and its interaction with scientific careers, 
as well as in the organisational characteristics fostering scientific innovations. She is the CSIC IP in the 
H2020 GRANteD Project, which addresses, in collaboration with funding agencies. the causes of gender 
disparities in research funding in various countries. 

Luis Sanz 
Luis Sanz-Menéndez is Research Professor at the CSIC Institute of Public Goods and Policies (IPP) in 
Madrid, an Institute that he founded in 2007. He has also been involved in Science and Technology policy 
making at the Spanish Ministry of Science and Technology where he was responsible of the design of the 
Ramon y Cajal Programme in 2001. He was Chairing the OECD Committee for Scientific and Technological 
Policy (CSTP) between 2007 and 2015. He has published more than 100 works in reference journals of 
the field such as Research Policy, Research Evaluation, Science and Public Policy, Journal of Technology 
Transfer, Scientometrics, Journal of Informetrics, Minerva, Public Understanding of Science, PLOS One, 
etc. His research relates to research and innovation policies including research funding, public research 
organisations and universities, academic careers and program evaluation. 

Jorge Pérez Martínez 
Jorge Pérez is Full Professor at the Universidad Politécnica de Madrid since 1990, where he has taught 
and researched on issues related to the socioeconomic aspects of information technologies and 
communications, along with telecommunications policy and regulation. Previously, Dr. Pérez has acted as 
Chairman of the Official Association of Telecommunications Engineers (1900-1999); Director General for 
the Development of the Information Society in the Spanish Ministry of Science and Technology, member 
of the CDTI and Board Member of the Public Business Entity RED.ES (2003-2004); and Director of the 
Spanish National Observatory of Telecommunications and of the Information Society (ONTSI) at the Ministry 
of Economy (2015-2018). In the private sector, he acted as President of the consultant Symmachia, board 
member of TTT and Infoglobal, and consultant for IKUSI, CEPREDE and Cable AML. Currently, he acts as 
the Director of FUNDETEL (the Foundation of Higher Technical School of Telecommunication Engineers of 
the Polytechnic University of Madid) and Director of the Internet Governance Forum in Spain (IGF Spain). 

Félix Hernández Gil 
José Felix Hernández-Gil is Senior Researcher in the Department of Information and Communication 
Technologies of the Technical School of Telecommunication Engineering, at the Polytechnical University of 
Madrid. He has over 30 years of experience in the ICT sector where he has gained extensive knowledge 
on technologies and regulation. Since the beginning of the telecom liberalisation in Spain, he worked at 
the corporate regulatory affairs department at Telefonica Headquarters for more than 15 years. He has 
also acted as representative of Telefonica in the international organisation ISO where MPEG video and 
audio technologies are standardised and has previously worked at AT&T Bell Labs (United States), where 
he was involved in the research on Dense Wavelength Division Multiplexing systems (DWDM) for optical 
access networks and coordinated the setup of a new state of the art fabrication facility for optoelectronic 
devices in Madrid. He is author of more than 100 publications in technical magazines, conferences, and 
books. He holds several patents on optical communication systems and image processing algorithms.

Javier Campos 
Javier Campos is Associate Professor of Industrial Economics in the Department of Applied Economics 
at the University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria (Spain). His current research areas include the empirical 
and theoretical analysis of competition and regulation of transport and infrastructure sectors. He has 
worked as a transport consultant for the European Commission, The World Bank and the Inter-American 
Development Bank, where he has gained field experience in regulatory policies and infrastructure reform 
in several Latin America countries. He has also participated in several national and international research 
projects and has published leading books and papers on these topics.



XVI Europeanisation of Public Policies in Spain: Opportunities and Challenges

Pilar Socorro 
M. Pilar Socorro is Associate Professor in Economics at Universidad de Las Palmas de Gran Canaria 
(ULPGC) and affiliate researcher at FEDEA. Her main research interest has to do with economic modelling 
in the fields of transport economics, contract theory and industrial organisation, having published several 
articles in high-impact economic journals. She has also participated in several national and international 
projects financed, among others, by the European Commission, the European Investment Bank, the Inter-
American Development Bank, or the Spanish Ministry of Science and Technology. She is currently Vice-
Dean of the degree in Economics in the Faculty of Economics, Business and Tourism in the ULPGC.

Yannis Karagiannis 
Yannis Karagiannis is Associate Professor at the Institut Barcelona d’Estudis Internacionals (IBEI), where 
he teaches courses in advanced research methods, game theory, and international political economy. 
He also regularly teaches a course on European Union Policies and Politics at the Pontificia Universidad 
Católica de Perú (Lima, Peru). His PhD dissertation, which dealt with the institutions of competition policy 
enforcement in the European Union, won the EUI’s Best Inter-Disciplinary Thesis Award for 2006-2008. 
He is currently Principal Investigator of a project on the europeanisation of national competition policies, 
financed by the Spanish State Research Agency. His work has appeared in Acta Politica, Cuadernos 
Europeos de Deusto, European Law Journal, European Union Politics, Global Policy, Journal of Common 
Market Studies, Journal of European Public Policy, Review of International Organizations, etc.    

Esther Barbé 
Esther Barbé is Full Professor of International Relations at the Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona (UAB) 
and Senior Research Associate at the Institut Barcelona d’Estudis Internacionals (IBEI). Her research 
areas focus on Spanish foreign policy, European Union foreign policy, Euro-Mediterranean relations, 
international order, power transition and normative contestation in multilateral institutions. Her work has 
been published among other journals in International Affairs, European Journal of Public Policy, Cooperation 
and Conflict, Journal of Common Market Studies and Mediterranean Politics. She has directed the research 
group Observatory of European Foreign Policy since 2001. She was a member of the Research Council of 
the European University Institute (2003-2006), and she is currently serving as a member of the Scientific 
Committee of the Elcano Royal Institute (2002-) and the Scientific Committee of CIDOB (2019-). She 
has also been part of the Advisory Boards of high-impact journals, such as the European Journal of 
International Relations, European Review of International Studies, Foreign Policy and Mediterranean Politics.

Ricard Ramon 
Ricard Ramon is Deputy Head of Unit in charge of strategy and policy perspectives at the Directorate 
General of Agriculture and Rural Development (European Commission). Since 2006, he has held several 
positions in the domain of the agriculture and sustainable food, including the management of EU rural 
development funds, socioeconomic analysis as well as policy design and impact assessment. He has 
also participated in the inter-institutional negotiations and implementation of several reforms of the 
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP). Before joining the European institutions, he worked as policy advisor 
on European Affairs at the Regional Government of Catalonia and taught European policies at the École 
Supérieure de Commerce Dijon-Bourgogne. Previously, he carried out research on EU policymaking at the 
Department of Political Science and Public Law at the Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona. He is also the 
author of multiple publications on the governance, design and evolution of agricultural policy in the EU. 

Javier Baraibar 
Javier Baraibar is Junior Researcher at the Barcelona Center for European Studies (BACES) at Pompeu 
Fabra University. He holds the Master in Development Economics from the Barcelona School of Economics 
(BSE), and a Bachelor of Arts in Economics from the Autonomous University of Barcelona (UAB). His 
research interests focus on European public policies, development economics, and inequality. Before 
joining BACES, he worked for the World Bank in the Poverty and Equity Global Practice for the Kenya Office 
coordinating several surveys to study the impact of COVID-19 on Kenyan households, businesses and 
refugees. Prior to that, he worked for the European Commission at the Joint Research Centre in Italy in the 
Data4Policy project, and for the IESE Business School at the Department of Economics. 



1

1

Spain in the European Union  
and the European Union in Spain: 

Europeanisation and Domestic Change 
in Public Policies (1986-2021) 

JAVIER ARREGUI

1. Introduction 

The European Union (EU) is an advanced case of regional integration that has become a 
substantial element of national politics, particularly regarding public policies. Since the Treaty of 
Maastricht (1992), the EU has gained policy capacities in a rather uninterrupted way. At times, 
it does so in order to complete the market (binding regulatory policies), other times to become 
more efficient (distributive policies), or to avoid the failure of the common integration project as 
it happened in the Eurozone crisis (coordination of macroeconomic policies with other Member 
States through the European Semester in 2010 or the Fiscal Stability Treaty of 2012). Thus, 
EU competences have grown across time, and Member States have gradually adjusted their 
expectations and political actions accordingly. In fact, at this stage of the EU integration process, 
the EU system of governance encompasses public policy capacities in almost all policy areas.  
As Hix argues (2005, p. 4), “EU outputs have a significant impact on the authoritative allocation 
of values and determine who gets what, when and how in European Society”. In other words, the 
EU has become the most important frame of reference for national actors. The main implication 
is that EU governance has become a permanent factor of political life and public policies in 
Member States. Thus, this book systematically analyses the impact of the EU governance on 
different public policies formulated and developed from 1986 to 2021 in Spain. The range of 
public policies studied in this volume covers all main policy modes that take place in EU politics 
today: regulatory, distributive, redistributive, economic and foreign policies.  

The analysis of the impact of EU integration on Member States is frequently described as 
Europeanisation. The Europeanisation of the system is defined as the gradual convergence of 
public policies that are implemented in the EU, giving rise to a distinctively European vision 
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in key public policies that increasingly shape a new political order. In fact, the EU system of 
governance has been built mainly through common public policies (Closa, 2001). Given that 
Member States need to adapt their public policies in accordance with EU requirements, any 
new input that takes place in EU governance has the potential to impact the actual working of 
Spanish governance (this includes the polity, politics and public policies). The Europeanisation 
process could be viewed either as an imposition of external imperatives or as an opportunity for 
greater policy effectiveness and/or efficiency. In other words, domestic actors might view EU 
public policy as an opportunity, but also as a challenge to their actions. Bearing this in mind, the 
research objectives that guide the chapters of this volume are the study of the Europeanisation 
of Spanish public policies over time, the identification of new governance patterns across policy 
areas, finding the main mechanisms driving policy change and to uncover the inputs, processes 
and outputs that have helped configure new patterns of governance in Spain. 

The Spanish polity has experienced an incremental process of change that includes formal 
and informal structures and institutions. For example, the Europeanisation process has produced 
significant changes such as the creation of new institutions (the Ministry of Environment), 
adapting different departments to EU governance (the Ministry of Science and Technology) or 
changes in the legislature as a consequence of the control of Spanish economic governance 
after 2008 by the EU Commission and Council (see Arregui, 2020). On the other hand, Spanish 
politics have also suffered a discernible process of change. For example, political parties have 
become more Europeanised to gain more influence in EU governance (Cantó & Arregui in this 
volume; Rodriguez Aguilera, 2007). However, this book focuses on the content of public policies 
rather than policy change in politics or polity. This is relevant insofar as European integration 
is expressed in the creation of common policies that have an impact on the Member States, 
whose responses influence the course and objectives of the integration process. Thus, the 
main purpose of the book is to gain comprehensive insights into the Europeanisation of Spanish 
public policies in general, as well as to analyse the extent to which a policy change has taken 
place in specific policy areas and/or groups of public policies.   

While there is a reasonable amount of literature on the EU's impact in Spain in general terms 
(Arregui, 2007; Closa, 2001; Molina, 2013, 2019; Morata, 2007, 2013), there are few detailed 
and systematic studies on the impact of the EU on Spanish public policies. The last significant 
contribution of this type (Closa & Heywood, 2004) has clearly been overtaken by current events. 
Furthermore, the literature has not been able to offer studies on most policy areas covered 
in this research and analysis of the different policy areas has remained isolated. In other 
words, there has not been a systematic attempt to identify the main mechanisms across policy 
areas that could help to properly understand the operational practices that actually work in the 
policy-making and implementation of current public policies in Spain. Thus, this research will 
contribute to a better understanding of the interaction between the Spanish and the EU systems 
of governance by providing new insights in relation to the recognition of the main determinants 
that explain the transformation and adaptation processes of Spanish public policies across time. 
Within these processes, this research goes beyond previous inquiries (e.g., Arregui, 2015) that 
have identified cooperative mechanisms as the most relevant in explaining EU policy-making. 
This research focusses more on the driving mechanisms of Europeanisation within the Spanish 
domestic arena rather than at the EU level. Another relevant contribution is an analysis within a 
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range of public policies, showing the extent to which Spain has profited from this EU influence 
and whether this has contributed to a better governance. This is relevant insofar as it provides 
evidence for whether policy outputs produced by Europeanisation processes in Spain have 
increased the efficiency and (output) legitimacy of EU governance. This is the most important 
type of legitimacy for the survival and success of the EU integration process (Arregui, 2012). 

Unfortunately, the study of Spanish politics has clearly relegated the European Union 
dimension in the systematic study of public policies and policy-making, usually focusing on 
other areas related to public opinion, electoral behavior or political parties.  There is, therefore, a 
clear gap that this book attempts to fill in order to better understand patterns of policy change. 
For example, we aim to explain the impact that the introduction of the Value-Added Tax (VAT) has 
had on the development of fiscal policies, or the impact that EU antidiscrimination policies have 
had on the development of equality and LGBT+ rights in Spain. Thus, we can explain the extent 
to which EU policies have provided an opportunity to modernise policy ideas, policy principles 
and public policies in Spain and whether they have been a challenge to Spanish political actors 
and structures eliminating the status quo. 

2. The EU in Spain and Spain in the EU 

2.1. The EU in Spain
The normative foundations of the EU have widened over the last sixty years through the 
primary, secondary and tertiary legislation in addition to informal normative institutions which 
are included within the acquis communautaire. Treaties create the basis of the EU normative 
capacities and embody the primary legislation of the EU. They also include thousands of 
articles and set out common objectives, the rules for institutions and the relationship between 
the EU and Member States. All these normative aspects are used by the European Commission 
in order to propose secondary legislation through binding norms such as regulations, directives 
or decisions. The resolutions of the Court of Justice of the EU (CJEU) are understood as tertiary 
legislation. These judgements introduced by the CJEU are also relevant insofar as once they 
are established, they work as binding norms that apply for all Member States. This normative 
corpus interacts with the basic norms and principles of democracy, the rule of law and the 
respect for human rights, which are already stated in the preamble of the Treaty of the EU. 
Therefore, the EU acts as a community of law in which Member States must implement the 
content of the norms and legislation adopted by the EU institutions. This is the main way in 
which the EU is present in Spain as well as in other Member States. In fact, the legal order 
created by the EU has become an established and conventional constituent of Spanish political 
life. This applies — to a greater or lesser extent — to all policy areas. 

The level of compliance is probably the best indicator available to assess the level of 
convergence of Member States through policy areas. This indicator detects the infringement 
problems that Member States  face when implementing EU norms. As Arregui (2016, p.182) 
shows, Spain is not a particularly non-compliant Member State (according to official figures 
of the Court of Justice of the European Union). In fact, although there is some variation 
across policy areas, the performance of Spain indicates that, it is within EU standards, 
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except for environmental issues where Spain demonstrates problematic implementation. This 
refers to policy areas as diverse as agriculture and fishing policies, economic affairs, energy, 
transport, internal market or justice and home affairs.  

All EU-level inputs that have been introduced into Spanish public policies since 1986 have 
entailed substantive transformation processes as a consequence of the conformation between 
Spanish public policies and EU legislative outcomes. This process might be described as a 
gradual and voiceless process, however, it has had enough power to introduce new inputs 
altering public policies in rather significant ways. In fact, the Spanish economy and society bear 
little resemblance to what they were in 1986 when Spain joined the EU. The growth of income 
per inhabitant, regional development, modernisation of infrastructures or the transformation of 
Spanish society and public opinion regarding the rights of minorities are just some examples. 
This book will reveal additional patterns of policy change across policy areas. 

2.2. Spain in the EU
The Spanish association with the EU has generally been described as a relationship based on 
necessity and/or dependency. This is certain insofar as there has been a long-established 
practice within the Spanish intellectual tradition to present Europe as the main solution to solving 
Spain’s endemic problems (Balfour, 1997; Closa & Heywood, 2004). This characterisation has 
resonance with the traditional Spanish public's deep Europhilia and the strong provision to be 
part of the EU integration process. This internalisation by many Spaniards, together with the 
political and economic support received from the EU since 1986, has clearly helped to promote 
the advantages of integration. Key political actors within the Spanish public political sphere such 
as the media, political elites, public opinion and political parties have historically reinforced 
this vision. The consensus among the main political and social actors has clearly avoided a 
sophisticated and informed debate on the merits (and/or demerits) of the EU integration as well 
as its main critical steps, such as the Treaty of Maastricht, the access to the common currency 
or the Fiscal Stability Treaty of 2012. This distinctive Spanish approach to the integration 
process needs to be understood when assigning the epithet "cooperative". 

The Spanish approach to Europe has not simply been pragmatic and visible but has also 
had a distinct ideological component. In this sense, Spain's priority as part of the EU always 
was to achieve economic modernisation (Morata, 2013). Achieving such a goal has involved the 
creation and implementation of several policies formulated by the EU. First, the best way to gain 
competitiveness within the internal market is through the integration of a larger market and then 
through the implementation of ongoing structural reforms, although these reforms have often 
been carried out in a rather incomplete way or have been delayed as a consequence of parties 
in office that are not always willing to assume the negative electoral costs for implementing 
such reforms. This leads to identify deficiencies in the quality of political elites. A second 
element of this EU membership ideology is related to the improvement of economic efficiency 
with the development of human and physical capital due to the EU cohesion funds. Spain has 
benefitted particularly from the cohesion funds since 1986. In fact, the difference between 
what Spain has received and what it has contributed to the EU between 1986 and 2020 is 149 
billion euros, in Spain's favour (own calculations according to the Financial Annual Reports of the 
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European Commission). The funds received from the EU have been a key financial and political 
instrument for the development of Spain and its public policies in the last three decades. 
Despite three important economic recessions that have taken place since Spain became part 
of the EU, the Spanish economy has grown substantively since 1986 until 2019, growing 
82.5% while enjoying an average economic growth of 2.4%. Furthermore, important levels of 
foreign investment and the propagation of Spanish multinational companies have changed the 
patterns of development in a rather essential way. However, Spain has not always been able to 
introduce ambitious and efficient public policies. In this book, we focus precisely on this topic, 
identifying the strengths and shortcomings in the implementation of those policies according to 
EU convergence patterns. In any case, Spain has been able to benefitted from EU membership. 
For example, Spain has benefited from the impulse provided by the EU in terms of more advanced 
environmental and social regulations and policies. As this volume shows, the social protection 
expenditure in Spain has increased considerably over the last forty years, reducing the gap 
with other Member States. The EU has also played a role in the delivery of equality and anti-
discrimination policies, and in the modernisation of agriculture and fishing industries, which have 
been key policies for the development of rural areas in Spain. The EU has also been important 
in the modernisation of public policies through the introduction of planning and management of 
concrete policy goals or yielding a higher level of autonomy to government agencies. EU policies 
related to Digital and Information society have also had an observable influence in Spain. The 
same applies to transport, competition or even foreign and security policies. 

Compared to the Eurosceptic attitudes of other larger Member States such as Italy and 
France, Spain has benefitted from robust support in the EU integration process (according to the 
Eurobarometer 1986-2020). Nonetheless, the economic crisis, particularly the global recession 
of 2008, represented important peaks in the levels of dissatisfaction with the European Union. 
However, Eurosceptic attitudes have been diminishing gradually in the last years. All in all, the 
Spanish public opinion has facilitated the establishment of a solid foundation in the relationship 
between Spain and the EU, as well as a rather cooperative approach in relation to the main EU 
institutional actors. 

3. Europeanisation and Domestic Policy Change

The EU is gradually becoming a more integrated system of governance. It has both inter-state 
(intergovernmental) and supra-state (supranational) organisation features (Fabbrini, 2010). The 
EU integration process has created a multi-level system of governance where supranational, 
state and sub-state actors interact with each other along the different stages of the policy 
process. This means that the EU has become, and is still becoming, the core system of 
governance of EU Member States. Thus, EU politics has become the domestic politics of EU 
Member States (Cowles et al., 1999), while EU domestic politics have become increasingly 
Europeanised (Featherstone & Radaelli, 2003). The concept of Europeanisation has emerged to 
capture the processes that analyse how the EU integration influences Member States (and vice 
versa). The idea behind Europeanisation is the ongoing internal adaptation and transformation 
of EU Member States coming together towards common policy standards, not only legally 
but also, comprehensively. Accordingly, the concept of Europeanisation that is assumed is 
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the one developed by Bache and Jordan (2006, p. 30): “Europeanisation as the reorientation 
or reshaping of politics in the domestic arena in ways that reflect policies, practices and 
preferences through the EU system of governance”. 

This notion of Europeanisation, thus, refers to the idea of a gradual convergence, understood 
as a pattern of increasing similarity in the contents of public policies among Member States. Note 
that this concept of Europeanisation highlights the interactive relationship between the EU and its 
Member States. This relationship works as a two-way relationship that could be both downloaded by 
Member States to the EU as well as uploaded from Member States to the EU level (Börzel, 2002). 
In this regard, Bulmer and Radaelli (2005, p. 339) argue that “the challenge is to model the impact 
of European integration on domestic policy, knowing that at the same time domestic politics are 
a major factor at work in the EU political change”. In other words, either the politics of individual 
Member States or the nature of the integration process are hard to understand nowadays. 

Within the conception of the EU as a bottom-up process, Member States may implement 
different uploading strategies. These strategies are related to the policy preferences of a 
Member State as well as its capacities within the EU governance. The literature has identified 
three different types of strategies. The first is, pace-setting strategies, when Member States 
actively seek to promote their preferences at EU level. The foot-dragging strategies of Member 
States that seek to delay or block EU action in order to avoid substantial implementation costs 
is the second. The third strategy, fence-sitting, takes places when Member States do not seek to 
block policies but worked resourcefully with other member states to trade and/or exchange their 
support across policy areas (see Bache & Jordan, 2006, p.20). In the notion of Europeanisation 
as a top-down process, the literature has identified legal norms and other policy acts as the most 
important mechanisms. In the policy areas where decisions adopted in Brussels are binding, 
Europeanisation is relatively coercive in nature. Finally, Europeanisation also relates to the 
process of crossloading, through which Member States share ideas and practices (Bache & 
Jordan, 2006). 

The effects of the Europeanisation process in each Member State are conditioned by 
the set of characteristics and signs of identity that make up the political system of each 
Member State: its public and political culture, the territorial structure, the type of relations 
and interactions between civil society, interest groups and formal political actors, their socio-
economic structure, etc. All these factors influence the type of Europeanisation that takes 
place in a particular Member State. In the case of Spain, some elements that might be relevant 
are those that referred to Spain as a pro-European country, the strong descentralisation of the 
Spanish polity, the number of veto actors in the policy implementation process or the endemic 
institutional problems in some policy areas (for example, environment or employment policies). 

Börzel and Risse (2000, 2003) have defined different levels of domestic change through 
EU membership. In this sense, Absorption would refer to a category where domestic actors 
integrate EU requirements without significantly changing domestic policies. Accommodation 
takes place when Member States adapt to EU requirements while the essential features of 
the policy remain the same. Inertia applies when Member States show resistance towards a 
policy change and, therefore, they engage either in partial compliance with EU legislation and/
or no compliance at all. Transformation refers to situations in which Member States modify 
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substantially existing public policies. Finally, Retrenchment applies when Member States try to 
oppose EU policies by developing new ones that clearly deviate from EU policies. 

The main theories that have developed analytical tools to study the Europeanisation process 
have little to do with the great theories of the integration process (neofunctionalism and 
intergovernmentalism), since those theories have concentrated on institutional developments 
and European policies, paying little attention to their actual effects on the Member States 
(Vinck & Graziano, 2007). Institutional theory has mainly contributed to identify and explain 
the Europeanisation process. This theory is focused on the role that (formal and informal) 
institutions play in the working of policy-making and the governance structures. Institutional 
theory has formulated three different approaches to explain Europeanisation processes. First, 
the historical institutionalism approach has developed important studies about Europeanisation 
(see Bulmer & Burch, 1998; Bulmer, 2007). These studies show that EU policies produce 
domestic adaptations and policy change in Member States through structural factors such 
as “path dependency”, sequence and the nature of long-term processes, as well as “positive 
feedback”. Second, sociological institutionalism is more focused on the creation and diffusion 
of EU norms, rules, values, ideas, policy styles, etc., and the extent to which those formal and/
or informal institutions may produce a change both in the EU and the Member States (Checkel, 
2001, 2007). Third, the institutional rational choice approach is more focused on the relevance 
of preferences of domestic actors in order to explain the incentives provided by the EU to 
endorse predefined preferences in EU policy-making (Arregui, 2007). 

Finally, there are some ad hoc explanations for the Europeanisation process available in the 
literature. For example, the goodness of fit explanations (Héritier, 2002; Knill, 1998) focus on the 
degree of policy feet between national and EU policies. In this sense, the higher the level of misfit, 
the more unlikely for that policy change to take place and vice versa. Misfit and adaptational 
pressure are probably a necessary but not a sufficient condition for change insofar as there might 
be other domestic factors that could have an impact on the implementation process of EU norms. 

4. The Purpose and Structure of the Book 

EU public policies are at the core of the EU integration process. They have an impact on the 
nature and quality of the integration process itself, affecting the everyday lives of millions of 
European citizens. Bearing this in mind, the purpose of this book is to investigate the elements 
of continuity and change that have shaped public policies in Spain over the last thirty-five years 
due to its EU membership. Public policies reveal different patterns of governance that are 
susceptible to change over time as a consequence of the shifting role played by key political 
actors, the different types of rationales implemented by those actors and/or new formal/
informal institutional and normative factors that may have an impact on the configuration of 
policy processes and policy outcomes. 

The chapters included in this volume examine the Europeanisation of Spanish public 
policies across a range of policy areas that include all potential policy modes: regulatory 
policies (economic regulation and social regulation), distributive and redistributive policies, 
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macroeconomic policies and foreign policies. Thus, the volume offers a comprehensive overview 
of the Europeanisation that has taken place in Spain within a general and inclusive perspective.   

According to the Treaty of Lisbon, the degree of EU competence on public policies can 
be divided into three main categories (see Table 1): (1) exclusive competence, (2) shared 
competence between the Member States and the EU, and (3) policy areas in which Member 
States are still the main players even if the EU could be partially involved to supplement 
Member State action. As Table 1 shows, the EU has the exclusive capacity to make decisions 
in few but important public policies: external trade, monetary policy (for the Eurozone), 
customs and conservation of marine resources. The policies where the EU share competences 
with Member States include agriculture, environmental policies, research and development, 
transport, cohesion funds, energy, security and justice, etc. Finally, there are public policies 
where Member States represent the main players even if the EU is involved to some extent: 
education, culture, employment, public health or industrial policy. 

Table 1.1 Distribution of EU Competences Across Public Policies (Source: Lisbon Treaty)

Exclusive Policies Shared Policies Coordination Policies

Customs Union Internal Market Economic Policy

Competition Rules Social Policy Employment Policy

Marine Conservation Cohesion Funds Social Policy

Commercial Policy Agric & Fisheries Common Policies

International Treaties Environment Development Cooperation

External Policies Consumer Protection Humanitarian Aid

CFSP Transport Complementary Policies by MS

CSDP Trans-Europe Networks Human Health

 Energy Industry

 Security & Justice Culture

 Public Health Tourism

 Research Education & Training 

 Technology Civil Protection

 Space Administrative Cooperation

One assumption about the distribution of competences between the EU and Member States 
in public policies is that more Europeanisation and less opposition from Spanish political actors 
is expected on these policies in which the EU is more involved than Member States. However, 
it is important to note that the EU usually have indirect effects beyond the immediate 
scope of its competences. Therefore, the design of this book includes public policies with 
different levels of Europeanisation to see whether this has had an impact. It could be 
argued that the lack of formal competences of the EU does not mean that Brussels lacks 
influence in shaping processes and policy outcomes within a particular policy area. Indeed, 
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the EU has a whole range of capacities to provide incentives to Member States in order to 
achieve specific policy outcomes. 

Furthermore, we are aware that each public policy has certain characteristics that distinguish it 
from others. For example, regulatory policies are more market building policies. In these policies, 
EU supranational actors are routinely more active, the EU's competence tends to be more far-
reaching and national policy activity might be more pre-empted. On the other hand, distributive and 
redistributive policies tend to be market corrected policies. These policies tend to be controlled by 
intergovernmental bargaining. Finally, those policies that fall under the label of shared competences 
between the EU and Member States are regulatory in nature and provide “a fertile ground for the 
new institutionalist claim that institutions matter” (Kenealy et al., 2012, p. 114). 

Although the chapters that integrate this volume are diverse due to the variation in the 
nature of the public policies analysed, they focus on the same research questions: to what 
extent and what has been Europeanised within a policy area? What factors explain the domestic 
policy change that has taken place within a particular policy area? Which have been the main 
effects of the Europeanisation process in the long-term? All these questions will contribute to 
understand the impact of the EU within the ecosystem of public policies more comprehensively. 
Some chapters also include a comparative approach (with other Member States) in order to 
better apprehend the Europeanisation process in Spain. 

According to the research questions formulated above, public policy change is our 
dependent variable. This variable will be operationalised through a number of building blocks: 
legal implementation, impact of policy contents, transformation of the political discourse, 
change in organisational structures, changes in norms and goals, policy instruments, changes 
in the formal and informal institutions that shape such policy, etc. The main independent or 
explanatory variable will be the Europeanisation process (understood as described in the previous 
section). Note that Europeanisation is different than legal convergence. Convergence means 
that some foundations of national systems might be converging while others show resilience to 
the centripetal forces the EU integration process promotes. Thus, the Europeanisation process 
may take place in a rather different way across policy areas. 

It is also worthy to notice the existing limitations in relation to the capacity of the concept of 
Europeanisation when explaining policy change due to the complexity of the EU and domestic 
policy-making involving a high number of actors and processes. A serious analytical issue lies 
in differentiating between the impact of the EU from other (both international and domestic 
factors) that drive policy change and transformation at the domestic level. Unless we identify 
all these factors and fully consider and control them in our analysis, we cannot know which are 
the main causes of policy change. Nevertheless, the aim of this book is focused more on the 
effects rather than on the causes of policy change. Moreover, Europeanisation is a complex 
process in which time patterns and domestic preferences matter. Thus, it is probably not either 
a bottom-up or top down process but a rather complex process in which causality is not the 
core of our analysis. 

The public policies selected for analysis in this volume provide an extensive sample of the 
public policies made in Spain in the last thirty-five years, and this diversity holds the potential to 
deliver a great variety of mechanisms that will help to understand the basis under which public 
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policies have been established. This guarantees an extensive and systematic assessment 
of the impact that the Europeanisation process has had on Spanish public policies. This will 
allow us to get significant information in order to map the main changes that have taken place, 
the major mechanisms that are operating in these processes as well as identifying the most 
relevant mediator factors (such as actors’ capacities, domestic discourse, etc.). 

Chapter 2 by Carlos Martinez Mongay deals with the Europeanisation of the Spanish 
economy. The chapter is focused on the extent to which the Spanish economic institutional 
framework has changed, and it evaluates how normative and institutional changes have 
influenced the Spanish economic performance over time. This chapter shows that Spanish 
economy has clearly been modernised over the years and it also identifies mechanisms of 
Europeanisation of the Spanish economy. Martinez Mongay differentiates between binding 
policies taking place within a top-down frame from other policies which are non-binding and 
have undergone little or no Europeanisation. 

In Chapter 3, Ana Fernández and Andrea Lanaia illustrate how the COVID-19 pandemic has 
offered Spain new opportunities to strengthen the pace of its modernisation process. They 
show that investments that will take place between 2021 and 2027 hold the potential to speed 
up convergence and to once again transform the foundations of the Spanish economy. As 
Fernández and Lanaia argue, it opens an opportunity for fast-track Europeanisation in several key 
policy areas: green transition, digital transformation, sustainable and inclusive growth, social 
and territorial cohesion or health and institutional resilience. The Next Generation EU Funds 
together with the Multi-Annual Financial Framework provide a sort of top-down Europeanisation 
perspective in combination of bottom-up Europeanisation dynamics. 

Chapter 4 deals with the Europeanisation of climate change policies. Nuria Font shows 
that these policies are deeply driven by the EU. They have been thrusted through two main 
mechanisms: (1) EU regulations and (2) financial downloading. The chapter systematically 
analyses policy priorities, policy contents, changes in the governance system, policy compliance 
and public attitudes over time. All these dimensions identify the main determinants behind 
climate change and decarbonisation policies within the Spanish political agenda and how the 
shaping of Spanish climate policy is a response to EU action.

Chapters 5 (by Sergio González and Ana Marta Guillén) and 6 (by Julia López and Eusebi 
Colàs-Neila) focus on patterns of continuity and change of welfare and labour policies in 
Spain over the last forty years and the extent to which EU policies have had an influence on 
those patterns. Since the EU does not have a direct binding competence on social policies, 
the Europeanisation of social policies denotes influence on the contents of social policies 
through EU rules, funding schemes and policy learning through peer evaluation and/or common 
definition of goals over time. Both chapters look, in a complementary way, at the effects of the 
EU system of governance on pension policies, employment and protection schemes, family 
policies and long-term care as well as social exclusion and minimum income schemes. In all 
these social policies, both chapters show that the EU is an active agent for institutional change, 
although there is some variation across those policies. The main mechanism of Europeanisation 
of Spanish social policies has been determined mainly by top-down processes, even if the EU 
lacks regulatory powers in this area. 
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In Chapter 7, Joel Cantó and Javier Arregui analyse the impact of the EU governance on the 
development of anti-discrimination policies and LGBT+ rights in Spain. This chapter identifies 
a number of Europeanisation mechanisms at the macro, meso and micro levels that have 
had an impact on the development of these policies within Spain. At the macro level, the 
chapter covers the implementation of a new EU legislation that has endorsed LGBT+ rights 
and Spain's compliance with these norms. At the meso level, this chapter considers the role 
played by political parties (including party manifestos and party's behavior) to understand 
the enlargement of LGBT+ policies over time. The chapter also covers the relevance and the 
role played by LGBT organisations in these processes of policy change. Furthermore, Cantó 
and Arregui analyse public opinion on LGBT+ rights over time in order to better understand 
and disentangle Europeanisation factors from other possible internal value trends and factors 
already present in Spanish society. 

Chapter 8 (by Laura Cruz-Castro and Luis Sanz-Menéndez) analyses the Europeanisation of 
Spanish Science, Technology and Innovation (STI) policies since 1986. The chapter provides 
a general overview of the EU and Spanish STI policies and scrutinises the meaning of the 
Europeanisation processes within STI policies. Then, it identifies the obstacles that domestic 
factors have created for this Europeanisation process. Cruz-Castro and Sanz-Menéndez show 
that while the Europeanisation of discourse is generally used as a source of legitimation, 
the Europeanisation of STI policies and subsequent institutional changes have been limited. 
However, they recognise that EU funds have been very important in shaping STI policies. Finally, 
Cruz-Castro and Sanz-Menéndez argue that the growing dependence of the Spanish STI policies 
on EU funding is likely to increase the impact of the EU in the near future. 

In Chapter 9, Jorge Pérez and Jose Felix Hernández-Gil examine the political initiatives that have 
been launched at the EU level in the field of Digital and Information Society (DIS) policies as well 
as the impact of these policies at the domestic level. Pérez and Hernández-Gil identify and explain 
different initiatives such as the eEurope initiative, the Digital Agenda for Europe and the Digital 
Single Market Strategy, which have been critical to understand the development of DIS policies 
in Spain. These political initiatives have provided normative developments through directives that 
have been transposed into national legislation and recommendations that, although not mandatory, 
have also played a role in the harmonisation of these policies. The main results are related to 
the liberalisation of several influential policies, such as satellite communication services, mobile 
communications services or cable television infrastructures. These policies have been particularly 
relevant in the case of Spain (in comparison to other Member States) insofar as Spain was (in the 
past) one of the most lagging countries rergarding the liberalisation of those policies, whereas now 
it is one of the most advanced EU countries in the liberalisation of its markets. 

Chapter 10, developed by Javier Campos and Pilar Socorro, investigate the Europeanisation 
of transport and infrastructures policies. The meaning of EU transport policy refers to the way 
Member States have had to convey their objectives to promote international movements in a 
rather harmonised strategy, removing nation-centric approaches in terms of licensing, laws 
or technical standards. Campos and Socorro argue that the modernisation of transport and 
infrastructures in Spain would not have been possible without the support of EU structural 
and regional funds, as well as other EU contributions. Thus, EU policies have clearly promoted 
road quality, revitalised the role of railways, created the so-called “motorways of the sea” and 
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defined “trans-European networks of transport”. The chapter also develops the arguments that 
Europeanisation processes of transport policies have introduced multiple political principles 
and norms under which transport policies have been re-designed by the EU. 

In Chapter 11, Yannis Karagiannis analyses the extent to which competition policies have been 
Europeanised in Spain. Karagiannis argues that the Europeanisation of competition policy (defined as 
the set of organisational, administrative and legal instruments that aim at promoting and preserving 
the competitive functioning of the common market) has been nourished by three developments: (1)  
the top-down promotion of Europeanisation by the EU authorities; (2) the demands made by Spanish 
business associations for setting equivalent standards; and (3) the approval and acknowledgement 
by Spanish political parties of the EU competition policy for a better integration in the common 
market. Karagiannis argues that Spain has become a leader in EU-style liberalisation in key sectors 
such as energy, telecommunications, and road, air and maritime transport. 

The Europeanisation of Spanish foreign policies is studied by Esther Barbé in Chapter 12. This 
chapter deals with diplomacy, security and defence policies. These policies have been traditionally 
conceived  as the least likely to be Europeanised. In order to analyse the Europeanisation of these 
policies, Barbé examines the discourse, political structures and public policies of Spanish Foreign 
Policy. Barbé shows that being part of the EU has enabled Spain to have a new role in the international 
order: Several decades of EU cooperation and institutional building within the Common Foreign and 
Security Policy (CFSP) have produced a culture of cooperation within this policy area. This means 
that the Spanish external action service has been permeated by CFSP norms and institutions. Barbé 
contends that Spanish foreign policy is an extension of the EU. In fact, the Spanish strategy has 
been based in the last decades on a very close cooperation and collaboration with the international 
actorness of the Union in the most relevant issues included in the CFSP. 

Chapter 13 by Ricard Ramon examines the Europeanisation of the Common Agriculture Policy 
(CAP) in Spain. The CAP is probably one of the most Europeanised policies in the EU. As Ramon 
argues, the CAP has an important distributional role (it represents around a third of the EU budget) 
and it also has a direct impact in supporting rural areas in the transition towards a more sustainable 
economic model. Ramon analyses CAP policies mainly from two perspectives: first by examining 
the bottom-up institutional dimension in order to identify the role played by Spain in the evolution 
of CAP; and second, by using a top-down approach to explain institutional consequences related 
to the implementation and design of CAP. Ramon claims that the Europeanisation of CAP shows 
a good economic performance, playing a significant role in nourishing other industrial activities. 
Furthermore, Ramon demonstrates how the impact of the modernisation process of CAP policies in 
Spain have also had consequences in the management of natural resources. 

Javier Baraibar and Javier Arregui analyse the extent to which EU regional policies have had 
an impact on Spanish regions and their economic performance over time in chapter 14. The 
chapter introduces the central idea of Europeanisation of regional policies: it relates to the idea 
of the convergence of the processes and the policy outcomes produced by EU regional policies, 
driven mainly through the EU structural funds. The central goal of the chapter is to study the 
main inputs, processes and outputs that have produced the EU integration process and its 
associated policies in Spanish regions. In order to do so, different Europeanisation mechanisms 
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are identified and subsequently contrasted with empirical data. Baraibar and Arregui show that 
Europeanisation has taken place across Spanish regions in a rather different way. 

Finally, in Chapter 15, the main findings of the volume are brought together, while the major 
patterns of public policies change that have occurred in Spain over the last decades as a 
consequence of the increasing interaction between EU and Spanish governance configurations 
are identified. Furthermore, the main mechanisms that drive Europeanisation processes at 
different levels, as well as the policy areas and conditions under which Europeanisation has 
not taken place and/or has shown little to no development are also identified. Finally, the main 
conclusions and implications of the findings are developed. 
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Spain is the problem, Europe the 
solution, isn’t it? 

Half a Century of Macroeconomic Policies in Spain
CARLOS MARTÍNEZ MONGAY1, 2 

1. Europeanisation of the Spanish Economy and Economic 
Performance

In the six decades since the implementation of the 1959 Stabilisation Plan,3 Spain has changed 
from being an isolated country to being a Member State of the European Union, fully integrated 
in the international community and an active member of relevant multilateral organisations. In 
parallel, the Spanish economy has changed profoundly. While the Stabilisation Plan represents 
the beginning of the end of the autarky, agricultural activities were still predominant at the time, 
and the country was a relatively small, closed, and low-income economy. Sixty years later, Spain 
is a medium-sized, advanced, high-income, services economy, fully open to international trade. 
The Spanish economy already underwent a series of structural and institutional changes since 
the sixties, but the accession to the European Economic Community (EEC) in 1986 brought the 
most significant and drastic institutional transformation. The Europeanisation of the Spanish 
economy4 is still ongoing, as it is part of the EU integration process.

This chapter analyses how the economic institutional frameworks have changed after the 
accession to the EEC and assesses how such institutional changes have affected the economic 
performance of the country.    

While the Spanish economy appears to be especially vulnerable to external shocks, it is 
also capable of taking advantage of periods of bonanza, so that in the long run the balance is 

1 Associate to the ORFIN Chair, University of Alcalá de Henares and Director in ECOMOD.

2 Comments from J. Almunia, F. De Castro, C. Dias, D. Fromage, L. Gadea, P. L’Hotellerie, L. A. Maza and J. Yaniz 
are gratefully acknowledged. The usual caveats apply.

3 Set of measures aiming at stabilising and liberalising the economy adopted in 1959, which by abandoning 
autarchic policies allowed the country to join the club of developing, fast-growing economies in the sixties.  

4 Chapter 1 in this book discusses the concept of Europeanisation at length. See also Borrás et al. (1998) and 
Arregui (2007, 2020).
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unambiguously positive. The size of the Spanish economy, as measured by the GDP in euros 
at 2015 prices, multiplied by a factor of seven between 1960 and 2019,5 which compares with 
slightly less than 5 times for the euro area (EA) aggregate. 6 In parallel, the Spanish population 
grew by 56% (40% in the EA), from 30,2 million to 47,1 million. Demographic pressures largely 
explain why total employment grew by 61% —from 12,6 million people in 1960 to 20,3 million 
in 2019— but part of this increase is also explained by the massive incorporation of women 
into the labour market.

Figure 2.1 illustrates 60 years of successive boom-bust cycles experienced by the 
Spanish economy. In 1960, the Spanish GDP per head of population (GDPpc) — measured 
at 2015 constant prices — was €5,720, 58% of the EA average GDPpc (€9,826). Until 
1975, the Spanish GDP grew at an annual average rate of 6.7%, which pushed the Spanish 
GDPpc relative to the EA average up by 25 percentage points (pp). The economy was 
severely affected by the oil shocks of the mid-seventies and early eighties. At the time of 
the accession in 1986, the Spanish GDPpc relative to the EA average was just 12 pp higher 
than in 1960. The accession brought seven years of strong growth at 3.1% per year. At the 
end of 1993, the relative GDPpc was 5 pp lower than in 1975. After a short-lived recession, 
in 1995, the Spanish economy entered a long period of expansion that lasted until 2007, 
which brought the relative GDPpc beyond the peak reached in 1975. The financial crisis 
severely hit the Spanish economy. In 2019, the Spanish GDPpc relative to the EA average 
was still below the 2008 peak at €25,346.7

The Spanish economy has behaved as a glider rather than a locomotive. It appears that 
the institutional changes induced by EU accession might not have always brought adequate 
institutional reforms that would have transformed Spain into a more resilient and prosperous 
economy.

This chapter analyses the extent to which the Europeanisation process has changed the 
economic policy frameworks, including monetary, fiscal, and structural policies. These policies 
are fundamental elements of the Economic and Monetary Union (EMU), which in turn is based 
on the Internal Market (IM). Although the euro has an unambiguous political vocation, it was 
technically conceived to improve the functioning of the IM by eliminating the exchange-rate 
risk. The monetary union brought the Stability and Growth Pact (SGP) and later the European 
Semester (ES). The Banking Union, the Capital Markets Union, or the Fiscal Union, still under 
construction, are closely linked to the euro and, therefore, to the IM as well. 

5 To avoid distortions associated with the economic impact of the COVID-19, the economic series analysed in this 
chapter end in 2019. The last section will briefly discuss implications of the pandemic.   

6 To ensure availability and comparability of economic series over the period 1960-2019, unless otherwise stated, 
the EA will refer to the former EA at 12 (EA12), including Belgium, Germany, Greece, Spain, France, Ireland, Italy, 
Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Austria, Portugal and Finland. 

7 More detailed analyses of the economic performance of the Spanish economy before 2008 can be found in 
Ayuso et al. (2005) and Piedrafita et al. (2007).



Chapter 2. Spain is the problem, Europe the solution, isn’t it?  17

Figure 2.1. Spanish GDPpc at 2015 Prices Relative to the EA, 1960-2019. 1960 = 100

Source: AMECO (DG ECFIN), European Commission and own calculations.8 

Since the IM has an obvious cross-cutting impact, section 2 analyses its effects. Section 3 
focuses on the monetary union and financial integration. The Stability and Growth Pact (SGP) 
is assessed in section 4, while the institutional impact of the ES is the focus of section 5. The 
concluding section will briefly discuss the impact of and the reaction to the pandemic.   

2. The Internal Market and trade structure

When Spain acceded to the EEC in 1986, the full freedom of the movement of goods was 
still a project. The IM was also a project based on Article 2 of the Treaty of Rome of 1957, 
according to which the EEC aimed to establish a Common Market between its Member States. 
The Common Market started with the creation of a customs union, by adopting a common tariff 
with third countries and forbidding any tariffs on trade between Member States (MS). Before 
accession, Spain was trading with the EEC as a third country subject to the common external 
tariff (Powell, 2007). However, Spain did not dismantle its tariff barriers with the other Member 
States overnight. In 1970, Spain had signed a Preferential Agreement, which lowered trade 
tariffs with the EEC, and, after accession, the country enjoyed a transitory period of seven 
years to phase out tariffs with the other MS.

8 To obtain the graph, the series of the Spanish GDPpc relative to the EA average, measured in euros at 2015 
prices, was re-scaled by making the relative GDPpc of 1960 equal to 100%.    
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The European Commission published the White Paper on Completing the Internal Market 
on June 14, 1985, which presented a set of 279 legislative proposals aimed at eliminating 
all remaining trade barriers within the EEC markets. The White Paper was endorsed politically 
in the Single European Act. Article 26 of the Treaty (TFEU) defines the IM in accordance with 
the Single Act as “an area without internal frontiers in which the free movement of goods, 
persons, services, and capital is ensured in accordance with the provisions of this Treaty”. 
Such provisions prohibit restrictions on all four freedoms of movement — goods, services, 
capital, and people — (negative legislation)9 and introduce EU legislation to harmonise or 
replace national law (positive legislation). Moreover, the Single Act removed the unanimity 
principle that had blocked the adoption of relevant legislation.10 The Single Act also replaced 
the approach of total harmonisation by setting minimum standards and by the principle of 
mutual recognition.  As planned, most of the relevant IM legislation had been adopted by 
the end of 1992, which was binding to all the Member States. Therefore, the regulatory 
framework of sectors and activities included in the IM went from national to European. The 
national regulatory bodies were either phased out with their functions transferred to the 
EU or integrated into networks of EU regulators. Regardless of their degree of openness 
to EU competition, the industrial sectors are regulated at the EU level, including technical 
and safety standards, and Spanish regulators in key sectors, like energy or digital, are 
constrained and reinforced by EU regulations, directives, and agreements.  

Consequently, assessing the impact of the accession on the structure of trade requires the 
isolation of the effects of the pre-accession liberalisation process, including the Preferential 
Agreement, from the effects of the accession itself —dismantling tariff barriers with the other 
MS and adopting the common external tariff. These effects are in turn, different from the 
impact of the regulatory overhaul prompted by the IM. On top of that, the globalisation process 
has affected the global trade structure.

Figure 2.2 displays the share of imports from the EU (intra-EU imports) on total imports of 
the EA, Germany, France, Italy and Spain during the last six decades. Interestingly, well before  
the accession up to the first oil crisis, the weight of the Spanish intra-EU imports in total 
imports was comparable to that of Italy and not that far from other EA members.  This shows 
a relatively high specialisation in trading with the MS of the former EEC, most of them being 
neighbors or nearby countries. This is consistent with the fact that bilateral trade intensity 
is not only directly proportional to the size and income of the countries involved, but also 
inversely proportional to the distance between them (Isard, 1954). 

The first years of the IM saw an intensification of such geographical patterns, not only in 
Spain, but also in other MS. The ratio has declined since the late 1990s when globalisation 
trends accelerated. Yet, intra-EU trade in the EA countries still represents more than 55% of 
total trade of goods despite the EU’s strong dependence on energy imports.

9 The Liberalisation Treaty allows for some exceptions though only for rules that serve public interests.

10 Article 114 of the TFEU removes the veto-power of individual Member States on internal market legislation.
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Figure 2.2. Relative Weight of Intra-EU Trade. EA, Germany, France, Italy, and Spain, 1960-2019

Source: AMECO (DG ECFIN), European Commission11.

Some empirical analyses based on reasonably robust methodologies, albeit not fully 
conclusive, provide orders of magnitude of the effects of Spain’s accession to the EEC and its 
integration in the IM.

De Boer et al. (2000) estimate the Spanish demand of imports and conclude that “the 
spectacular growth in total real demand and the large inflation differentials between Spain and 
its trade partners could not provide an adequate explanation for the continuous decline of Spain’s 
share in total supplies during the post-integration period” (p. 797). They find a structural break in 
Spanish imports after accession, and conclude that by 1992 the share of the domestic production 
of manufacturing in total domestic demand had declined by around 10 pp due to the elimination  
of tariffs with EU partners during the transition period following the accession. Consequently, 
the market shares of imports from Germany and France increased by 2.4 pp each. Italian 
import market shares rose by 1.6 pp, while the figure would have been 2.7 pp for the rest of 
the EU. For the rest of world (USA, Japan, Canada, and EFTA), the estimated impact was 1 pp, 
reflecting the adoption of the common external tariff. 

As far as the IM is concerned, several studies have carried out early assessments of its 
economic impact both ex-ante (Cecchini, 1988) and ex-post (European Commission, 1996). 
The estimated long-term impacts on GDP at such earlier stages of the IM hovered around 5 pp. 
Much more recently, in 't Veld (2019) revisited the impact of the IM and found larger effects 
on activity. The counterfactual, i.e., the non-IM, assumes that EU MS trade at the World Trade 
Organisation Most-Favoured Nation tariffs. This would represent a trade cost of 3.5% compared 

11 The graph shows imports of goods coming from the rest of the EU as percentage of total imports of goods. A similar 
graph is obtained when using the relative weight of intra-EU exports of goods on total exports of goods.  
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with the zero tariff within the IM. The cost of reintroducing non-tariff barriers, such as differences 
in the regulatory framework or in product standards would represent an additional trade cost 
of around 10% (in 't Veld, 2019, table 3.2, page 11). In such a counterfactual, EU GDP would 
be almost 9% smaller. The simulations for Spain show a comparable fall in output (8.4%) in 
the long run, while Spanish imports from the EU would fall by 28%. Interestingly, Spanish 
productivity would decline, reflecting diminished competition and innovation. Consequently, the 
Europeanisation process of the Spanish industry, especially its regulatory framework, had an 
unambiguous positive impact on the whole economy and living standards of the country.

3. Monetary Policy. From the Bank of Spain to the ECB and 
the Banking Union

The Delors Plan, aiming at establishing a monetary union in the EU, was prepared during the 
second half of the eighties. It was published in 1989 and enshrined in the Treaty of Maastricht 
in 1992, which launched the Economic and Monetary Union (EMU) and set up the so-called 
convergence criteria to adopt the common currency,12 the euro. Six years later, in 1998, the 
European Council agreed on the fixed and irrevocable exchange rates of the currencies of the 
participating MS. Spain was among the 11 founder members of the EA.13 The adoption of the 
euro represents a complete Europeanisation process, as it represents a transfer of sovereignty 
from the Member States to an independent EU (supranational) institution exclusively in charge 
of the conduct of monetary policy in the EA, in accordance with the mandate of maintaining price 
stability (Art. 119 and 127-133 TFEU). For Spain, it represents, as well, the culmination of a 
long series of institutional changes that had ensured compliance with the nominal convergence 
criteria to adopt the common currency and other requisites enshrined in the Treaty of Maastricht, 
including the independence of the national central banks. The road to euro adoption changed 
the monetary-policy regime in Spain, which in turn required a series of legal and institutional 
reforms of the Spanish monetary authority, the Bank of Spain (BdE). 

A detailed discussion of the relevant issues related to the monetary union and the institutional 
changes it induced would require a chapter on its own. Fortunately, these issues are well 
documented in both the international literature, including, among many others, Emerson et al. 
(1992) and Buti and Sapir (1998), as well as in the Spanish literature, such as Bacaria (2007) 
or Malo de Molina (2003, 2021).

Since its nationalisation in 1962, and especially since the accession of Spain to the EEC 
in 1986, the BdE went through a series of institutional changes which gradually Europeanised 
the conduct of monetary policy. First, the Spanish peseta was included in the Exchange 

12 See Protocol No 13 of the TFEU, which lays down the details of the convergence criteria (price stability, budget-
ary position, participation in the Exchange Rate mechanism of the European Monetary System —exchange rate 
stability—, and interest rate convergence), referred to in Article 140 TFEU.  

13 This founder group is less ‘selective’ than it would appear. Of the 15 MS, only Denmark, Greece, Sweden, and the 
UK did not adopt the euro in 1998. The UK and Denmark benefited from opting-out clauses. Sweden intentionally did 
not comply with certain conditions related to the central bank independence in the Treaty of Maastricht. Only Greece 
could not join the euro because of a lack of compliance with the nominal convergence criteria.
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Rate mechanism (ERM) of the European Monetary System (EMS) in 1989. The objective of the 
exchange-rate stability was considered as a discipline mechanism to conduct the economic 
policy in Spain, providing confidence and credibility. Second, the law of autonomy of the BdE was  
adopted in 1994. The objective of the monetary policy, conducted by an independent BdE,  
was price stability, fully consistent with the Treaty of Maastricht principles. In addition, the  
BdE was no longer allowed to intervene in sovereign debt primary markets, thus forbidding the 
monetisation of public debts. Third, with the adoption of the Law of 12/1998, the ECB — the 
monetary authority of the euro area — sets the common monetary policy and the BdE executes it.

Figure 2.3. CPI inflation Differential Between Spain and Germany 

Source: AMECO (DG ECFIN) European Commission. 

The impact of such an intense Europeanisation process can be seen in the series of the 
Spanish inflation differential with respect to Germany, a paradigm of monetary stability in the 
EA (Figure 2.3). The high-growth period until 1975 is mirrored by moderate inflation differentials. 
Spain experienced a period of high price volatility between 1975 and 1986, reflecting in part the 
impact of oil-price shocks in an economy strongly dependent on energy imports. Volatility was 
steadily reduced until 1998, when the inflation differential was close to zero, led by a monetary 
policy oriented to price stability on the road to euro adoption. Nominal short-term interest 
rates mirrored inflation developments, while exchange rates displayed a steady depreciation 
consistently with a higher-inflation country. If we would make the exchange rate of the peseta 
with respect to the pre-euro basket (ECU — pesetas per ECU) in 1960 equal to 100, at the end 
of 1998 the exchange rate would be slightly above 260.14

14 Since the irrevocable exchange rate of the peseta with respect to the euro was fixed at 166.386 pesetas per 
euro, the euro equivalent ECU basket would have been exchanged for 63 pesetas in 1960.
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The adoption of the euro brought one of the longest periods of sustained expansion of 
the Spanish economy between 1995 and 2008. After the successive devaluations of the 
peseta between 1992 and 1994, the expansion was initially driven by a favourable exchange 
rate, which significantly improved cost-competitiveness. The expansion was mainly based on 
factor accumulation. On the one hand, total population increased by 5 million between 1995 
and 2008, of which 80% consisted of immigrants attracted by the prospect of abundant 
job opportunities and high wages. On the other hand, a strong credit expansion driven by 
international integration and domestic liberalisation of the Spanish banking sector, fed capital 
accumulation. Gross fixed capital formation as percentage of GDP grew by 6 pp. But, such a 
strong employment and capital accumulation was not always of the best quality. Job creation 
took place in the low-productivity segment of activity, while a substantial proportion of the 
increase in capital accumulation took place in the construction sector, especially housing. 
The number of housing units built in Spain jumped from 200,000 in the second half of the 
1990s to 700,000 in the late 2000s.15

Monetary policy in the hands of the ECB with the objective of price stability in the EA did 
not provide the most adequate monetary stance for the overheated Spanish economy. The 
annual inflation differential with the EA was at around 1% between 1995 and 2008 and, since 
wages kept pace with inflation, Spain lost competitiveness. Real short-term interest rates were 
negative throughout the 2000s, which fed indebtedness. The consolidated debt of the private 
sector jumped from 75% of the GDP in 1995 to almost 200% in 2008. All in all, Spain had a 
large savings-investment imbalance. The annual average current account deficit rose to 9% of 
GDP between 2006 and 2008. A large part of the investment excess in Spain was financed by 
the savings excess in Germany. 

In this context of economic buoyancy and accumulation of imbalances, Lehman Brothers 
went bankrupt. This event is considered as the beginning of the so-called Great Recession, 
a cyclical downturn of proportions not seen in Western economies in almost a century. The 
efforts deployed by the monetary and fiscal authorities did not prevent the closing of financial 
markets, and global GDP recorded a historical contraction. The EA GDP fell by 4.4% in 2009, 
only partially recovering in 2010 and 2011 to contract again in 2012 and 2013. The crisis 
was much worse in Spain. After falling by 3.8% in 2009, activity practically stagnated in 2010 
and then contracted again between 2011 and 2013 by an accumulated rate close to 5.5%. In 
contrast, activity in the US also fell in 2009, but recovered steadily afterwards. By 2010, the 
US economy had reached its 2007 size, while the EA as a whole needed one year more. In the 
case of Spain, the pre-crisis GDP level was not recovered until 2016.

In the US, after a meeting between the President, the Secretary of the Treasury and the 
Fed, the decision to recapitalise viable and systemic banks was made. In addition, non-
viable banks were resolved or liquidated with federal money, through the FDIC,16 and their 

15 The length of this chapter does not allow for a detailed treatment to the causes of the financial crisis, but more 
detailed discussions can be found in Ayuso et al. (2005), Martínez Mongay et al. (2007), Martínez Mongay 
(2008) or Malo de Molina (2021), among others.

16 The Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation in the US is, at the same time, the federal banking resolution author-
ity and the federal deposit guarantee fund. 



Chapter 2. Spain is the problem, Europe the solution, isn’t it?  23

assets sold to solvent banks, while protecting the interests of depositors. This was not the 
case of the EA, where some national treasuries did not have access to the funding needed 
to recapitalise domestic banks because of doubts about the solvency of the sovereign. Nor 
did a common lender of last resort or a unique resolution authority in the EA exist. Each 
sovereign had to rescue and repair its own banks. Until 2012, the ECB did not take the right 
decisions and, in the meantime, the banking crisis in the EA had become a public debt crisis. 

The EA authorities, possibly bedazzled by the Greek crisis, which had been provoked by 
budgetary mismanagement, treated a private debt crisis in the EA as a fiscal sustainability 
problem. The policy mix in the EA was wrong. On the one hand, the ECB raised interest rates 
in the middle of a profound recession. On the other hand, the EA authorities were convinced 
that market confidence would be recovered by contractionary fiscal policies. This only added 
to the recession. As it was learnt later, albeit too late, there was a need for a strong monetary 
expansion to keep public debt markets open.  This is what Draghi did in 2012 with his ‘whatever 
it takes’. The ECB adopted exceptional monetary measures, including the acquisition of debt in 
secondary markets (quantitative expansion).

In Spain, the policy mistakes made by the EA authorities joined with those made by 
the Spanish authorities. The latter treated the burst of an asset bubble, including an over 
dimensioned housing sector, as a transitory shock. Moreover, the authorities considered 
that the position of the Spanish banking sector was fundamentally sound and reluctant to 
take early drastic measures to restructure the banking sector when financial markets were 
still open. By early 2012, the restructuring of the Spanish banking sector was unavoidable, 
but by then, Spain was paying a high premium in financial markets. In these circumstances, 
Spain had to ask the European Stability Mechanism (ESM)17 to finance the restructuring of 
the banking sector, especially to savings banks. On June 9, 2012, Spain requested financial 
assistance of up to 100 billion euros to recapitalise the savings banking sector. Although 
in close cooperation with the Spanish authorities, the recapitalisation of the Spanish 
banking sector was done under the authority of a European Institution, the Commission’s 
Directorate-General for Competition Policy (DG COMP). The DG COMP was the de facto 
European banking resolution authority, wherein the Vice-President Joaquín Almunia held 
political responsibility.  

Although the crisis had various shadows varying by country, the main problem was the 
strong nexus between domestic banks and their sovereign. On the one hand, solvency 
problems of the domestic banks which required public support raised doubts about the 
sustainability of the public finances of the country, while, on the other hand, high public 
indebtedness raised doubts about the capacity of the sovereign to support its banks.
Ultimately, solvent banks lost access to liquidity markets because of doubts about the 
solvency of their respective sovereigns, while solvent sovereigns had to pay high risk premia 
because of doubts about the solvency of their banks. The financial crisis revealed that neither 
Spain nor the EMU as such had the appropriate architecture to deal with the simultaneous 

17 The creation of the ESM represented a shift away from the Community method towards intergovernmental 
coordination in the crisis resolution mechanism. The ESM was set up by the Council by amending Article 136 of 
the TFEU on March 25, 2011 and became functional in October 2011. 
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effects of financial liberalisation and integration. The EMU lacked the necessary institutions 
to break the bank-sovereign nexus. This created the need for decisive steps towards building 
a genuine Banking Union (BU).

The BU has two fully operational legs. The Single Supervisory Mechanism (SSM) was 
established in 2013 based on the Article 129(6), according to which the Council can confer to 
the ECB banking supervision tasks. The SSM is the system of banking supervision in the EU, 
which includes the ECB and the national supervisory authorities — the BdE in Spain. The ECB 
assumed its supervision duties in November 2014. The economic rationale of the SSM is to 
avoid spill overs from supervision failures at the national level. The financial crisis had showed 
how quickly banking problems in a country affected the whole monetary union. Supervision is 
implemented consistently across the EA. The SSM supervises 114 banks across the EA, which 
represents about 80% of its banking assets. The rest of the banks are the direct responsibility 
of the corresponding national supervisory authorities in close cooperation with the ECB. The 
SSM represents another transfer of sovereignty, where banking supervision is fully transferred 
to a European institution. At the same time, the national supervisory authority contributes to 
build and develop a European institution.

The Single Resolution Mechanism (SRM), the second leg of the BU, is another good 
example of bidirectional institutional building. It is based on Article 114 TFEU, on the 
approximation of national legislations to establish the IM. The Bank Recovery and Resolution 
Directive, which establishes the common principles for banking resolution across the EA, 
entered into force in 2014. Two years later, the SRM became operational. The SRM should 
ensure the orderly resolution of a failing bank with the minimum possible impact for financial 
and macroeconomic stability, as well as for public finances. The SRM comprises the Single 
Resolution Board (SRB), which is directly responsible for significant banks and cross-
border groups, and the National Resolution Authorities — the FROB18 in Spain — which 
are responsible for the other banks. The ECB and the European Commission participate in 
the mechanism as observers. The Single Resolution Fund (SRF), fed privately by the banks 
themselves, was set up to provide the means for banking resolution processes. Should 
the resolution needs surpass the SRF capacity, the ESM is the backstop that will provide 
additional money up to the maximum size of the SRF. This money will be repaid through 
contributions from private banks.

Although the two legs of the BU have contributed to break the bank-sovereign nexus, the 
truth is that EA banking systems are in part national. On the one hand, covered deposits 
are guaranteed by the national deposit guarantee fund. On the other hand, while resolution 
rules apply to viable banks, if a bank is not deemed viable, it is liquidated in accordance with 
the national banking insolvency law, which can foresee or allow for public aid at the cost of 
the taxpayer. EA banks may still grow European but die national. Therefore, the BU needs a 
common deposit guarantee fund. At the time of this writing, the negotiations of the European 
Deposit Insurance Scheme (EDIS) launched some years ago, are ongoing.

18 Orderly Banking Resolution Fund
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A complete BU together with the Capital Markets Union (CMU) will constitute the future 
Financial Union. The CMU will ensure diversified funding sources to EA companies and 
households. It should also facilitate access to cheaper and more efficient investment 
vehicles and cross-border holding of equities and bonds. To that end, further Europeanisation 
processes need to be carried out, namely the common supervision of capital markets or 
the harmonisation of national insolvency frameworks, as well as some capital taxes and 
property laws. As highlighted by Martínez Mongay and de Manuel (2020), the two legs 
of the Financial Union will reinforce each other. Capital markets need a common savings 
market, while well-functioning capital markets in the EA would strengthen the resilience of 
European banks.

The completion of the Financial Union will represent the full integration and Europeanisation 
of EU financial markets, including regulatory, supervisory, and banking resolution tasks. It 
will, therefore, be a decisive step in the construction of EMU, which will improve the economic 
performance of the national economies. However, the experience of the first decade of EMU in 
Spain suggests that the Europeanisation of an economic policy, say monetary policy, does not 
always lead to the expected results, unless it is accompanied by key reforms in other areas of 
the economy. The following two sections provide a good illustration of this principle.    

4. The SGP. A Straitjacket for Fiscal Policy?

Budgetary policy was affected at the same time as the accession. The adoption of the Value-
Added Tax (VAT) represented one of the earliest Europeanisation processes experienced by 
Spain. Although it is national, Member States must substitute any indirect tax of equivalent 
effect by the VAT, which is fully harmonised at EU level. The introduction of the VAT in Spain 
eliminated a myriad of indirect taxes and excise duties, some of which had an unambiguous 
protectionist purpose. The introduction of the VAT significantly changed the tax structure of 
the country. Indirect tax revenues, the bulk of which were made of VAT revenues, increased 
from 7% of GDP in 1982 to 10% in 1991 (see Martínez Mongay et al., 2007, section 3.2 
and Box 4 for the details).

The creation of the EMU in 1992 introduced the need for strong fiscal policy coordination 
in the EU. In the EMU, a group of sovereign fiscal authorities share a single currency and a 
common, independent central bank. A necessary condition to underpin the independence of the 
central bank is to avoid fiscal dominance; otherwise, monetary policy must adapt to finance 
the sovereign. The Treaty of Maastricht (Art. 126 of the current TFEU) enshrined principles to 
ensure debt sustainability at the national level. Basically, given nominal growth rates prevailing 
in the late eighties and early nineties, headline deficits below 3% of GDP would keep public debt 
levels at or below 60% of GDP.

The original Stability and Growth Pact (SGP) of 1998 highlighted that the avoidance of 
excessive deficits was a Treaty obligation, and that a balanced budget over the cycle would 
prevent the deficit from going above 3% in normal economic cycles19 while preserving the 

19 “Resolution of the European Council on the Stability and Growth Pact”, Amsterdam, June 17, 1997. 
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automatic stabilisation function of fiscal policy.20 The original SGP also included a form of 
escape clause in case of extraordinary downturns.21 All in all, the SGP represents a partial 
cession of sovereignty from the MS to the European institutions. Although MS retain a large 
margin of discretion in fiscal policy, they are supposed to comply with the SGP rules and are 
subject to the scrutiny of the European Commission and the European Council. 

The EU SGP has compelled MS to introduce a series of institutional reforms in their national 
fiscal frameworks, including budgetary processes. Already on December 13, 2001, Spain 
adopted the Budgetary Stability Law (BSL), which was a kind of national stability pact. As Spain 
is a highly decentralised country with its autonomous communities controlling almost half of 
the budget, compliance with the rules of the Pact at national level requires imposing constraints 
on the regional budgets. 

The BSL was reformed in 2006 and 2012 to incorporate the SGP rules in the Spanish fiscal 
framework. This was the case of the 2005 SGP reform, which focused on the structural balance 
as a measure of the budgetary impact of discretionary fiscal policies and clarified the concept 
of budgetary equilibrium over the economic cycle.22  

The reforms introduced in the “Six Pack” (2011) and “Two Pack” (2013) refocused the SGP 
on the prevention of excessive deficits, the so-called preventive arm, aiming at enhancing the 
adjustment towards the close-to-balance or in-surplus positions. The “expenditure benchmark” 
indicator was introduced to align expenditures and potential growth. In addition, public debts 
above the reference value should fall at an annual rate of 1/20 of the difference between the 
actual debt level and the 60% threshold. 

Within the Two Pack, Regulation (EU) 472/2013 requires euro-area Member States to 
prepare, disclose and transmit their Draft Budgetary Plans (DBP) to the Commission and the 
Eurogroup by October 15 each year. Governments have the obligation to share their budget 
plans with the EU institutions before sending them to the respective national parliaments. 
The Commission adopts an independent opinion on the BDPs and provides an assessment 
of compliance with the provisions of the SGP. The opinions are made public and presented to 
the Eurogroup. The Commission is bound to present the opinion to the corresponding national 
parliament at its request. 

In parallel, the EU moved away from the Community method. The European Stability 
Mechanism (ESM) was created by a group of EA members in 2012 and the Treaty on Stability, 
Coordination and Convergence (TSCG) was signed in 2013 outside the Treaties. It added 
confusion to the complexity of fiscal rules by introducing commitments beyond those enshrined 
in the Treaties and the secondary legislation. Member States signing the TSCG (including Spain) 
committed, among other things, to keep their annual structural deficits at 0.5% of GDP or lower. 

20 A detailed analysis of original SGP can be found in Buti and Sapir (1998) and Brunila et al. (2001). A longer 
perspective up to the financial crisis is given in European Commission (2008). A discussion of relevant issues 
concerning the SGP reform, including main references, can be found in Martínez Mongay at al. (2021).

21 See Article 2 in Council Regulation (EC) No 1467/97 of July 7, 1997, on speeding up and clarifying the implemen-
tation of the excessive deficit procedure.

22 The structural balance nets out the budget balance from the impact of the economic cycle on public finances and 
from one-off measures.
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Spain had already introduced the balanced budget rule in structural terms in its Constitution on 
September 26, 2011.

To reinforce the national fiscal framework, the Six Pack foresaw the creation of the 
Independent Fiscal Institutions. In 2013, Spain set up the AIReF (the Independent Authority 
for Fiscal Responsibility) with the mandate of ensuring compliance with the principle of 
budgetary stability enshrined in Article 135 of the Spanish Constitution through the continuous 
monitoring of the budgetary process and public indebtedness. This includes the adequacy of 
the macroeconomic scenario and other hypotheses underpinning the budget. 

Despite all these institutional reforms introduced by the Spanish authorities, the fiscal 
outcomes suggest that governments have considerable leeway to decide on the budget outside 
of the fiscal rules. The fiscal performance seems to be only partially constrained by the EU and 
even by national fiscal frameworks. This includes not only the SGP, but also the AIReF, the BSL 
and the precept of budgetary stability enshrined in the Constitution. 

As displayed in Figure 2.4, developments in public finances in EMU largely reflect the boom-
bust cycles of the real economy. Until the second half of the seventies, consistently with a 
high-growth economy, public balances were positive and debt levels low (below 20%). Such a 
fiscal contention also reflects financial constraints imposed on an isolated and poor economy. 
The accession facilitated access to financial markets, and the country was able to finance 
higher deficits. Spain was partially financing the modernisation of the State and the expansion 
of social protection systems with public debt. The decision to adopt the euro prompted fiscal 
consolidation, supported by the economic expansion that had started in 1995. By 1998, at 
2.6% of GDP, the deficit was below the 3% reference value, and debt was down to 62% of GDP. 
The extraordinary revenues brought by the asset bubble together with high nominal growth had 
reduced debt levels to 36% of GDP by 2007, while the government balance was in surplus at 2% 
of GDP. The boom turned into bust in 2008. Debt levels reached a maximum of 100.7% of GDP. 
Between 2009 and 2018, Spain was under the discipline of the excessive deficit procedure 
(EDP), the corrective arm of the SGP.

Spain was put in EDP on April 27, 2009, when the Council adopted a recommendation 
under Article 126(7) TFEU with a view to ending to the excessive government deficit by 2012. 
Accounting for the adverse economic conditions, the deadline for the correction of the excessive 
deficit was extended several times. The latest extension took place on June 21, 2013, when 
the Council established the deadline in 2016. However, Spain missed this deadline as well, and 
the Council had to conclude that the country had not taken effective action in response to the 
recommendation of 2013.23 A new Council recommendation, this time under the more stringent 
paragraph 9 of Article 126 of the TFEU, was adopted. This implied the possibility of imposing a 
fine of up to 0.2% of the Spanish GDP. The Council decided to cancel the fine and to extend the 
correction to 2018. A similar decision was made for Portugal. The decision not to impose fines 
was not free from controversy. While for some it was a wise one fully in line with EU Law and 
consistent with the economic situation, for others it was the definitive proof that fines foreseen 
in the SGP would never be imposed.  

23 The Spanish authorities had themselves recognised the lack of effective action in the 2016 Stability Programme.
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Figure 2.4. Government Budget Balance and Debt, Spain 1970-2019 (% of GDP) 

Source: AMECO (DG ECFIN) European Commission. 

Finally, on June 14, 2019, the Council decided that the excessive deficit had been corrected 
and the 10-year Spanish EDP was abrogated. Nonetheless, the Council noted that the structural 
balance was still at 2.8% of GDP. The consolidation strategy followed by the country had not 
tackled the structural causes of the fiscal imbalances.  

After the abrogation of the EDP procedure, Spain was placed in the preventive arm of the Pact, 
where the adjustment path towards the medium-term-objective (MTO) as well as debt developments 
are monitored. The Commission Opinion on the 2019 DBP concluded that there was a risk of 
a significant deviation from the required adjustment path towards the MTO and that not enough 
progress had been made in reducing the debt ratio. Interestingly, as shown in graph 4, the deficit 
increased in 2019 while public debt declined only slightly to 95.5% of GDP. The structural balance 
rose to 3.7% of GDP. Spain was about to enter the pandemic in a vulnerable fiscal position.

5. The ‘E’ of EMU. Policy Coordination and Economic Reform 
under the European Semester

The European Semester (ES) is the EU's cycle of economic policy coordination and is a key 
element of the EMU's economic governance. It was established by the Council in 2011 as part 
of the European reaction to the financial and sovereign crises. Its legal basis is the Six Pack, 
which also set up the so-called Macroeconomic Imbalances Procedure (MIP).24 

24 The MIP is fully integrated in different steps of the ES, and its legal basis are the Six Pack EU regulations No 
1176/2011 on the prevention and correction of macroeconomic imbalances and No 1174/2011 on enforcement 
measures to correct excessive macroeconomic imbalances.
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The financial crisis highlighted the urgent need to broaden and strengthen the economic 
governance of the EMU, which had mainly focused on the coordination of fiscal policies within 
the SGP. The MIP aims to address imbalances that hinder the smooth functioning of EU 
economies and to prompt the appropriate policy responses. The accumulation of macroeconomic 
imbalances can seriously jeopardise growth. Therefore, their prevention represents an essential 
element of the economic policy coordination and economic surveillance in the EMU. 

The ES covers three main areas of economic policy coordination: structural reforms, 
aiming at promoting growth and jobs; fiscal policies, ensuring sustainability of public finances 
consistently with the SGP; and the prevention and correction of excessive macroeconomic 
imbalances within the MIP.

The European Semester cycle starts in the autumn with the Commission's adoption of four 
overarching documents. First, the Annual Growth Survey (AGS)25 sets the priorities for the year 
ahead at the European level and is built around the "virtuous" triangle of economic policy that 
boosts investment, pursues structural reforms, and ensures responsible budgetary policies. 
Second, the Alert Mechanism Report (AMR), based on a scoreboard of indicators, identifies 
countries that may be affected by economic imbalances and for which the Commission should 
undertake in-depth reviews (IDR). Third, the Joint Employment Report analyses the employment 
and social situation in Europe and the national policy responses. Finally, the Recommendation 
on the Economic Policy of the Euro Area provides tailored advice to EA Member States on 
issues relevant for the area as a whole, such as productivity, labour and social protection, 
public finances, financial markets, or EMU reform.

The autumn package is followed by the publication of the winter package in February-March, 
which includes the Country Reports (CR). The CR provide a holistic assessment of the economic 
situation and challenges of each MS, including assessments of main sectors, such as banking 
and finance, transport, or energy, as well as key horizontal policies such as taxation, R&D+I 
or environment. The CR also include a chapter assessing the degree of compliance with the 
recommendations made in previous years.

In the case of countries under IDR, a special chapter assesses the magnitude and severity of 
macroeconomic imbalances, on the basis of which country can be included or excluded from the 
groups of countries experiencing imbalances; a differentiation is made between "imbalances" 
and "excessive imbalances." If excessive imbalances persist and no action is taken to correct 
them, the so-called Excessive Imbalances Procedure can be triggered, and sanctions for EA 
members can be applied. So far, the procedure has never been opened.26

Spain has been under the MIP discipline since 2012, when the Council considered that it 
was experiencing "excessive" macroeconomic imbalances linked to high debt, the situation of 
the banking sector and high unemployment. After reforms were adopted in the banking sector 
between 2012 and 2014, the Spanish imbalances were mainly due to high debt — private and 
public, domestic and external — and high unemployment. 

25 Since September 2020, the AGS has been named the Annual Sustainable Growth Survey (ASGS).

26 A detailed description and assessment of the MIP can be found in European Commission (2016). 
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In light of the challenges identified in the CR, Member States present their economic and 
social priorities in their National Reform Programmes by mid-April. Member States also present 
their multiannual strategies for sound public finances, in the form of Stability and Convergence 
Programmes (SCP). To ensure political ownership, the Commission recommends that SCP are 
prepared with the involvement of key national stakeholders, including national parliaments and 
social partners. This is one main institutional innovation at national level introduced by the ES.   

The CR together with the NRP and the updates of the SCP are the bases for the Commission’s 
proposal for the Country-Specific Recommendations (CSRs) presented in spring. The CSRs are 
discussed among the national authorities at the Council and endorsed by EU leaders. In the 
case of the EA members, the CSRs should have a follow-up in the Draft Budgetary Plans, which 
should reflect the budgetary-relevant recommendations. 

It is important to emphasise that the CSRs are not Commission recommendations but Council 
recommendations. In other words, they are recommendations made by the Member States to 
the Member States. In principle, no one could conceive a better way to ensure ownership of the 
whole ES process, but the reality is that the CSRs are non-binding Council recommendations, 
which drastically reduces their effectiveness in promoting reform agendas in the MS.

Overall, the fiscal recommendations made to Spain between 2011 and 2018 recalled 
the different EDP recommendations.  The Council has also advised Spain to make the tax 
system more employment and growth friendly by shifting — in a budget-neutral way — the tax 
burden away from labour to consumption and environmental taxes. There is evidence that not 
much was done with a significant impact on the structure of tax revenues. CSRs in the public 
expenditures field have also included enhancing control mechanisms and coordination across 
regional administrations in public procurement. The Council has issued recommendations to 
carry out systematic spending reviews, which the AIReF has been doing in the last years, 
though with an unclear impact on the budgetary process. The 2011 and 2012 CSRs invited 
Spain to adopt and fully implement the envisaged pension reform.

Figure 2.5. Unemployment Rates in the EA, 1960-2019

Source: AMECO (DG ECFIN), European Commission.
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Consistent with unemployment developments (Figure 2.5), which in turn reflect a 
dysfunctional labour market, the Council has made recommendations on employment every 
year since 2011. The CSRs referred to the need of modernising and enhancing the efficiency 
of employment services, as well as improving the coordination across regional employment 
services. Particularly between 2011 and 2014, coinciding with record unemployment levels, 
emphasis was placed on the effectiveness of Active Labour Market Policies (ALMPs). During the 
recovery since 2014, the Council’s concerns have moved to the duality of the Spanish labour 
market. A series of CSRs have referred to promoting open-ended contracts and supporting the 
transition from temporary to permanent jobs. Labour market outcomes seem to suggest that 
the reforms introduced by the Spanish authorities have had limited effects. 

Figure 2.5 provides a synthetic but informative view of the way labour markets function in 
Spain. Since the mid-1970s, unemployment has been consistently higher in Spain than in the 
rest of the EA, except in the times of the asset bubble. Before the first oil shock, the structure 
of the Spanish labour market corresponded to a low-wage, highly protected economy, where 
low wages were compensated by high dismissal costs. While employment protection legislation 
(EPL) was kept restrictive, including high dismissal costs, wages have kept pace with inflation. 
Temporary contracts together with high EPL and high wages leads to a dual labour market. 
Incumbents, mainly prime-age men, enjoy open-ended contracts, while new entrants, especially 
young, women and low-productivity workers, are recruited under temporary contracts. This 
dual structure of the labour market favours the adjustment via quantities instead of wages 
in recessions. As a result, unemployment in Spain reproduces and magnifies the boom-bust 
cycles that characterised the Spanish economy discussed in the introduction. It is interesting 
to note that Spain was recording the highest unemployment rate in the EA in 2019, which 
added to the fiscal vulnerabilities on the eve of the pandemic.   

Despite numerous attempts to incentivise open-ended contracts, the flexibility required in labour 
markets has been mostly attained via temporary contracts. The temporariness rate in Spain is one 
of the highest in the EA, reaching 30% of total employment. In addition, high unemployment in Spain 
is largely structural. As measured by the unemployment rate below which wage grow accelerates 
with — the so-called NAWUR — structural unemployment in Spain has fluctuated between 12% and 
20% since the early 1980s. The underlying reasons for such high rates of structural unemployment 
are of different nature. Among them are low professional skills, inefficient employment services, 
mismatches between market needs and professional qualifications offered by the education 
system, low life-long learning spending, or inefficient Active Labour Market Policies seem to be the 
most relevant. Such vulnerabilities have been addressed in the CSRs to Spain.

The focus of the CSRs also moved to productivity. The Council has made recommendations 
on investment in R&D+i. In addition, a series of Council recommendations have focused on the 
need to promote training programs with a view to enhancing workers’ skills and improving youth 
employability. Recommendations refer to the quality and efficiency of education systems as 
well, including the avoidance of early school leaving, and the relevance of tertiary education to 
the labour market.

A way to promote innovation is to ensure a proper functioning of product markets. This is why 
the Council has issued several recommendations to liberalise professional and retail services 
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and to improve the business environment, including the reform of insolvency frameworks. Since 
2013, the Council has been issuing recommendations on the need to ensure market unity in 
the Spanish domestic market to avoid regulatory and legal barriers imposed by the diversity of 
regulations across regions. Needless to say, it is too early to assess the 2022 labour market 
reform. 

The apparent productivity per worker in Spain has been fluctuating between 82% and 90% 
of the EA average during the 2000s (88% in 2019). The reasons for such low productivity must 
be found in low capital accumulation, both human and technological. The so-called total factor 
productivity, which reflects the impact on productivity of factors such as human capital and 
R&D+i, has remained almost flat over the last two decades, although it is growing in line with 
the EA since 2015.

All in all, the legal and institutional changes induced by the ES seem to be limited. Beyond 
the consultation and political processes linked to the preparation and adoption of the Stability 
Program and the National Reform Program, most of the recommendations have been made 
by the Council for years, which indicates that the degree of compliance is low. One of the 
main reasons is that the CSRs are not binding and, consequently, the degree of ownership by 
the national authorities is low. Governments adopt certain structural reforms following their 
own political agendas rather than Council priorities. To become effective, the ES needs to be 
reformed by making the Country Reports more country-specific, focusing on key challenges, 
and promoting an intense political dialogue between the Commission and the Member States.       

6. The COVID-19 Crisis, the NGEU and Beyond

It happened again. COVID-19 is a global, non-economic shock with a historically high economic 
impact, and Spain has been hit particularly hard. Indeed, in the second quarter of 2020, the 
Spanish GDP contracted by almost 18%, compared with less than 12% in the EA, 9% in the US or 
8% in Japan. Only the UK, where Brexit overlapped with COVID-19, recorded a bigger contraction 
(20%). The annual contraction of the Spanish GDP in 2020 was close to 11% (6.6% in the EA).

As a result, unemployment rose to 15.5% (14% in 2019), a much smaller increase than in 
previous recessions. This time was different because the Spanish authorities introduced furlough 
schemes —the so-called ERTEs for employees and the "cease of activity" for the self-employed. 

The combined effect of the measures to fight the infection and to support the economy, the 
working of automatic stabilisers, and the huge fall of nominal GDP pushed the public debt up 
to 120% of GDP.

Spain entered the COVID-19 crisis with a much worse public finance position and with higher 
unemployment than in the financial crisis. However, both the international and the EA context 
were radically different. The escape clause of the SGP was already activated in March 2020, 
which allowed automatic stabilisers to operate fully, while MS could adopt expansionary fiscal 
measures. In addition, the Commission eased State Aid frameworks to allow MS to support 
companies through guarantees and capital when needed.     
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The ECB reacted early and proportionally. Among other measures, the ECB extended the 
purchase of bonds through the so-called Pandemic Emergency Purchase Programme (PEPP). 
The PEPP represents almost €2 trillion, which provided a powerful support to the Member 
States in financial markets, keeping them open while lowering interest rates.   

On April 23, 2020, the Council endorsed a support package amounting to more than 
half a trillion euros. This agreement included the guaranties of the European unemployment 
insurance — the so-called instrument for temporary Support to mitigate Unemployment Risks 
in an Emergency (SURE — amounting to €100 billion) — to finance furlough schemes, such 
as the Spanish ERTEs, precautionary credit lines of the ESM — the Pandemic Crisis Support 
(PCS- €240 billion) — and EIB’s credit lines to SMEs (EUR €200 billion). The current EU budget 
contributed €70 billion.  

On July 21, the Council adopted the so-called Next Generation EU (NGEU) amounting to 
€750bn, of which €390bn should be distributed in the form of grants, and the rest, up to 
€360bn, in the form of loans. The NGEU is financed by borrowing in financial markets until 
2026 and will be repaid by 2058 at the latest. The grants are distributed population, the 
inverse of per capita income and the unemployment rate, as well as in function of the observed 
contraction in 2020 and the accumulated change of the GDP in 2020-2021. All in all, Spain 
could receive up to €150bn (12% of GDP) in the form of grants and loans.

While the NGEU is just a temporary instrument, some speculate about its potential to 
change the EMU in a permanent way. First, the taboo of debt mutualisation has fallen, as 
the Commission has been allowed to borrow against future revenues of the EU budgets and 
possible future resources, and, as EU history teaches us, once a taboo has fallen it could 
easily fall again in the future. Second, the large amount of EU debt of high quality could 
become the embryo of a future EU safe asset. Finally, the NGEU could become a permanent 
EU fiscal capacity.

Albeit tempting, it could take some time for this vision to materialise. Meanwhile, steps to 
complete the EMU could be taken in several areas. Three main examples could be mentioned. 
First, substantial investments are needed to tackle challenges of the climate and digital 
transitions, not only in terms of debt but also in terms of equity. Therefore, there is a need to 
complete the Capital Markets Union to ensure an efficient distribution of investment across the 
EA, as well as an urgent need to complete the Banking Union, including a European deposit 
insurance scheme and a European framework for banking liquidation.

Second, there is a need to reconsider the intergovernmental drift of the last decade. The 
MS’ reluctance to take loans from the ESM, due to the associated stigma, suggests that  
the time might have come to integrate it in the Treaties once it has become the backstop for 
the Single Resolution Fund. 

Closely linked to the possibility that the NGEU becomes the fiscal capacity of 
the Union, there is a need to reform the SGP. EU fiscal rules have become extremely 
complex, lack transparency and are ill-suited to deal with the budgetary implications of 
COVID-19, especially with excessive debt levels. The debate is ongoing, and the European 
Commission has launched a public consultation. SGP reform proposals might be tabled by 
the Commission in 2022.
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Spain should be part of the engines leading the next steps of the Europeanisation process. 
The NGEU should allow the country to carry out the necessary structural reforms while supporting 
investments — as has been the case of the 2022 labour market reform. If rightly implemented, 
this combination of reforms and investments should induce a radical transformation of the 
Spanish economy. The country has a window of opportunity to finally get rid of the legacies of 
the past. Spain is part of the problem, but it must be part of the solution as well.
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The Europeanisation effects of the 
Next Generation EU Funds in Spain

ANA MAR FERNÁNDEZ-PASARÍN AND ANDREA LANAIA 

1. Introduction

For decades Spain’s EU membership has been intimately linked to its condition as a net 
beneficiary of EU funding with the goal of accelerating convergence. While catching-up with the 
rest of the EU until the financial crisis of 2008, its path has become increasingly haphazard 
ever since. Indeed, while the crisis unveiled the fragility and obsolescence of a great part 
of the Spanish growth model, its aftermath left few available resources to commit to a new 
modernisation boost. Within this background, the COVID-19 pandemic has unpredictably 
offered Spain an opportunity to change the course and pace of its modernisation trajectory. 
The Next Generation EU Funds (NGEU), which finance domestic reforms and investments 
between 2021 and 2026, will provide resources that, together with those deployed by the 
2021-2027 Multi-Annual Financial Framework, hold the potential to accelerate convergence 
and steer the future course of development of its main beneficiaries, including Spain.

The objective of this contribution is to examine the NGEU "package", as used in 
following pages as a channel for "fast-track Europeanisation" in Spain. Adopting a top-
down Europeanisation perspective, we first claim that the institutional architecture of the 
NGEU is permeated by conditionality in the form of coercive "sticks" explicitly aimed at 
fomenting domestic reform, investment, and spending capacities. Second, we zoom in on 
the domestic context and explicitly consider bottom-up Europeanisation dynamics, i.e., 
domestic actors’ and, in particular, government and opposition mobilisation along the 
implementation process. 
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2. NGEU: Scope and Governance Structure 

After the second longest European Council in history, in July 2020 EU leaders endorsed the 
Commission proposal for a temporary fund to help finance the recovery and the resilience of 
EU economies. The ad-hoc financial package, called Next Generation EU, amounts to a total of 
€806 billion. It comprises several different allocations and has been linked, conceptually and 
practically, as an add-on to the EU long-term budget (i.e., The Multiannual Financial Framework 
2021-2027). The major novelty introduced by the NGEU package is the Recovery and Resilience 
Facility (RRF), a €723 billion fund based on grants (€385.8 billions) and loans (€338 billions) 
allocated directly to Member States to finance reforms and investments with the short-term goal 
of reflating domestic socio-economic conditions after the pandemic shock while ensuring their 
permanent upgrade to face long-term challenges. The remaining NGEU resources are earmarked 
to top up already existing funds and programmes, of which assistance for cohesion and EU 
territories (€50 billion under the React-EU fund) takes the lion's share, allocating comparatively 
much lower sums to other policy goals (e.g., Horizon2020 InvestEU, rural development and the 
Just Transition Fund). Given the imbalance in the allocated quantities and the fact that new and/
or stronger Europeanisation dynamics are to be expected in relation to new EU initiatives, our 
analytical focus will be narrowed to the RRF. 

NGEU funds are the outcome of a powerfully fought negotiation and represent a new, 
possibly permanent, turn to important aspects of the integration process. As a notable 
example of such reinvigorated integration push, the RRF breaks new ground because of the 
issuance of common bonds by the European Commission, leveraging on the credit rating 
worthiness of EU Member States’ collective responsibility. Besides, innovation in the EU 
budget’s own resource system includes the agreement on the introduction of new own sources 
of revenue such as an EU-wide tax on non-recycled plastic. As for the allocation of funds to 
beneficiaries, the final agreement selected criteria balancing relative wealth and population 
and the negative impact of the crisis (particularly unemployment levels between 2015 and 
2019 and the dropping in GPD in 2020 and 2021).  Member States will be hard-pressed to 
set out their spending plans in a short amount of time. Evidence of the latter is the fact that 
70% of the grants must be committed by the end of December 2022, and the remaining 30% 
by the end of December 2023. 

In terms of public policy priorities, the final shape of the RRF turns it into an incentive mechanism 
towards broad macroeconomic coordination in which the European Semester and the Country 
Specific Recommendations (CSRs, limited to those issued in 2019 and 2020) appear as the 
focal point for Member State reform efforts (Bokhorst, 2021; D'Erman and Verdun, 2021; Ladi 
and Tsarouhas, 2020; Vanhercke and Verdun, 2021). In relation to the funding priorities, the RRF 
identifies six "spending pillars" green transition; digital transformation; smart, sustainable, and 
inclusive growth; social and territorial cohesion; health, economic, social and institutional resilience; 
and policies for the next generation, such as education.  The first two pillars have, however, been 
granted the largest part of available funding. Indeed, Member States must demonstrate that 
at least 37% of their spending will be directed to the green transition and at least 20% towards 
digitalisation. Regarding the conditions Member States must fulfil to materially receive their 
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allocated funds, the RRF Regulation1 envisages a set of clauses which, taken together, constitute 
a unique mix of intergovernmental and supranational decision-making, monitoring and eventually 
sanctioning system. Under the insistence of the group of those net-contributing Member States 
initially opposed to debt mutualisation and an increase in common fiscal spending (the so called 
"frugals") , intergovernmental control is orchestrated via a triple institutional filter, both political and 
administrative, to ensure that the beneficiaries will be awarded the expected disbursements only if 
they have complied with the agreed conditions (Fernández-Pasarín, 2020). 

The centrepiece of the relation between the beneficiary Member State, the Commission and 
other EU institutions is the Recovery and Resilience Plan (RRP) that each Member State is bound 
to submit for approval and that, once adopted, constitutes the measuring stick against which 
performance will be assessed and allotments eventually disbursed, delayed, or cancelled. More 
specifically, the lifecycle of the RRPs can be, broadly speaking, divided into two stages, the first 
referring to their approval and the second to their implementation. To start with, Member States 
shall prepare a comprehensive and coherent package of reforms and investments, including 
public schemes that incentivise private investments. The RRPs must indicate the envisaged 
qualitative milestones and the quantitative targets as well as an "indicative" timetable for the 
accomplishment of reforms and investments. Interestingly, past reforms and investments can 
also be included, at least those committed since February 2020. The RRPs approval process 
includes the assessment of the effectiveness, efficiency and coherence of the plan by the 
Commission. In the case of positive assessment, the Commission shall submit a proposal to 
the Council for its adoption via an implementing decision.  

Once a RPP is given the green light, the implementation phase starts. At this stage, the RPP is 
flanked by an Operational Arrangement between the Commission and the Member State in which 
further technical specification of milestones, targets, and timetables is stipulated. Most of the RRF 
regulation deals with the subsequent financial arrangements that oversee the process of funds 
disbursement. Member States shall, once they have fulfilled their milestones and targets, submit a 
payment request to the Commission. It is at this point that the second and third batch of institutional 
filters are applied. The process starts with an examination by the Commission of the satisfactory 
achievement of milestones and targets and the submission of such preliminary findings to the 
Economic and Financial Committee (art. 24), a preparatory body of the Council. The Committee 
shall deliver its opinion by majority. Although it is stated that the Committee should "strive to 
reach consensus", if one or more Member States find that there are serious deviations in the 
implementation performance of a beneficiary Member State, they can request the President of the 
European Council to refer the matter to the next European Summit. Should the positive assessment 
of the Commission overcome this second intergovernmental filter, it will have to overcome the final 
intergovernmental administrative hurdle represented by the approval of the payment request by 
comitology via the restrictive examination procedure. In summary, the NGEU institutional architecture 
is based on a compromise between the general will to show solidarity with those Member States 
particularly hit by the pandemic and the request by net-contributing Member States to exercise strict 
control (both directly and through the Commission) on the proper use of such funds.

1 Regulation (EU) 2021/241 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 12 February 2021 establishing the 
Recovery and Resilience Facility
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3. Spain and the "Fast-Track" Europeanisation Effects of the 
Recovery and Resilience Fund 

By the end of the first semester of 2020, the economic effects of the COVID-19 pandemic 
were particularly devastating for Spain, considering, among others, the fact that almost 15% of 
its GDP depends on tourism (Torres and Fernández, 2020). According to the government, the 
different measures initially launched to cope with the crisis (e.g., loans backed by the state 
for SMEs or temporary furlough schemes for paid workers) prevented a drop in Spain's GDP 
of over 25% in 2020 (limiting it to 10%) and the destruction of more than 3 million jobs. That 
said, compared with other EU Members, the impact of the pandemic crisis in Spain harboured 
a double comparative impediment. Not only did the increase in public debt expose the country 
to the risk of scrutiny on the part of financial markets and the potential trigger of another 
sovereign debt crisis, but the fiscal headroom for countercyclical macroeconomic policy was 
relatively smaller compared to Member States with better fiscal balances. The need for a 
common EU response to avoid the risk that such fractures on the Single Market would cast a 
long-term effects on EU economic imbalances was thus becoming evident.

3.1. Acting in Europe: "Uploading" of Domestic Preferences
The Spanish government threw its weight behind the chance of stepping up the "communitarisation" 
of the crisis response after the initial deployment of policy instruments that, except for the 
employment-maintenance SURE programme, were already existing tools recycled from previous 
crisis. Spain initially took a discrete profile in the debate about a common fiscal response, 
based on transfers paid for by coronabonds, where the publicly displayed confrontation was 
entertained by the extreme (and divergent) positions of Italy and the Netherlands (Herszenhorn 
2020) decidedly in favour and against, respectively, of a temporary fiscal transfer mechanism. 
However, at the end of March 2021, the Spanish Prime Minister, Pedro Sánchez, decided to be 
more vocal about his support for the Italian position. 

The growing involvement of Spain was also substantiated in a concrete policy proposal laid out in 
a non-paper circulated in April 2020, which closely approximated the proposal that the Commission 
would then unveil in May. It was suggested that the EU needed the equivalent of a Marshall Plan 
and that an EU "Economic Recovery Fund" should be established, featuring an amount based on 
expert estimations of 1 to €1.5 trillion, and disbursed via grants financed by perpetual EU debt. The 
non-paper also stated the necessity of upgrading the role of the MFF to include a (macroeconomic) 
stabilisation function, with the envisaged possibility that the Recovery Fund, once incorporated 
into the MFF budget logic, would evolve into a permanent "revamped EU budget". In the brief time 
between these early discussions among Member States, the proposals tabled by the Commission 
in May and the final European Council agreement in July 2020, Spanish interests benefited from 
the convergence of preferences between France and Germany which quelled the opposition of 
the "frugals" and paved the way for the operationalisation of the NGEU and the preservation of 
spending levels in the MFF. Spain had, therefore, quietly but actively contributed, together with 
France and Germany, to delimit the perimeter for a viable EU compromise.



Chapter 3. The Europeanisation Effects of the Next Generation EU Funds in Spain 41

3.2. Downloading EU pressure. Drawing the Spanish "Recovery, 
Transformation and Resilience" Plan
Following the political agreement in the European Council, the work schedule for making the NGEU 
package operational was tight, given the countercyclical rationale of the fund and the growing 
uncertainty about the duration of the pandemic. The EU decision-making process was quick by 
EU standards, considering the financial magnitude of the package, which included both the NGEU 
and the MFF in one connected envelope. By February 2021, the European Parliament (EP) and the 
Council had agreed the main legislative NGEU act, i.e., the Regulation of the RRF. 

However, the Spanish governmental agenda was still overloaded and rested on a shaky 
political ground due to the lack of a solid majority in Congress, the high criticism of opposition 
parties and the presence of disputes and diverging views within the Socialist (PSOE)-Unidas 
Podemos (UP) government coalition itself. The prospect of receiving a first tranche of EU funds 
before the end of the year smoothed the process of what had become, in a sequential fashion, 
the most urgent issue in the decision-making agenda, the adoption of the 2022 budget bill. The 
government optimistically perceived that EU funding would offer the opportunity of adopting an 
expansionary budget allowing the implementation of those investments that were indisputably 
in line with EU priorities, such as the green and digital transition and a modernisation of social 
policy. At the same time, it was also aware of the need of starting to tick boxes in the reform 
agenda and so satisfy conditionality attached to the NGEU.  

In this context, the publication by the Commission, in September 2020, of the first 
guidelines for the redaction of national RRPs came as an element reducing the uncertainty 
that still surrounded the exact terms of the conditionality to which Member States would be 
subject to. More specifically, national governments came to learn that the CSRs guiding the 
demanded reforms would cover those released during the previous two years (2020 and 2019) 
and that the Commission would be very specific in its assessment of the RRPs using a detailed 
scoreboard system. 

According to press accounts, it seems that the government expected less detailed 
conditionality rules as well as fewer details in relation to reforms and investments, with the 
consequence that the first draft of the RRP submitted in April for scrutiny did not meet the 
minimum criteria for its approval. A former member of the Commission was quoted saying that 
the plan resembled an electoral programme, with the right priorities but little detail about how to 
meet them (Perez, 2020). Even if the draft plan contained a breakdown of the funds by priority 
areas and associates reforms, the European Commission asked for clarifications on three 
aspects: a guarantee that Spain had the capacities to spend all the allotted funds and spend 
them fruitfully, that decisive steps would be taken in relation to pension and labour market 
reforms, and that the dialectic relationship between the central and peripheral administration, 
with a special emphasis on the Catalan question, would not be a stumbling block towards 
effective implementation. Moreover, the Commission was surprised by the decision to renounce 
the possibility of receiving loans, the plan envisaging a request on grants only. 

A turning point can be detected following the (still informal, given the absence of definitive 
legal text for RRF regulation at that time) beginning of the process leading to the domestic 
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adoption and EU validation of national RRPs. All actors involved saw their stakes increased at 
this stage, for both reputational and material factors. Domestically, the government coalition had 
inextricably linked its political survival to the quick materialisation of EU funds. In fact, besides 
the maintenance of internal balance and unity of action in view of the potential controversy 
regarding the upcoming reforms, the politically salient Budget Law submitted to Congress 
contained levels of spending that were only viable under the injection of EU funds. On top of 
this, further thought needed to be given to the development of the administrative machinery 
overseeing quick and efficient spending. For the opposition, especially the Popular Party (PP), 
the thin rope on which the government was walking increased the appeal to its strategy of 
"harsh but responsible" opposition, hoping to create hurdles to effective governmental action 
and feeding internal tensions within the coalition without appearing to act against the vital 
interest of the country in such a difficult moment. Regional and societal actors, on the other 
hand, were gearing up to maximise their ‘share of the pie’ for what was shaping up to be a 
major distributive policy. Finally, the same Commission would have to step up its pressure on 
Member States to accelerate the process of formulation of their plans, including reforms, as its 
political legitimacy now depended on the delicate balancing of the details of conditionality, i.e., 
the demands coming from Member States who strived to impose reforms and the offer coming 
from those Member States on which they were imposed. This dynamic will in fact last until the 
deadline for the submission of the official final version of the RRP to the Commission, in April 
2021, the endorsement by the Commission in June and the final adoption by the Council in 
July of the same year.

Focusing on the domestic process during this period, the government started working on a 
second, more specific, version of its RRP draft, which would finally revolve around four pillars: 
the ecological and digital transition, gender equity, and social cohesion. The more politically 
demanding reforms also started moving forward, although at different speed. These included 
the reform of the pension system, of the labour market and of the modernisation of the tax 
system. In the case of the reform pension, proposals were advanced at a fast pace and in 
line with the request of the Commission regarding the long-term sustainability of the system, 
even at the cost of partially disattending the consensual rule of the 1995 Toledo Pact on 
social security, according to which all governmental proposals should be first discussed in 
a cross-party Commission within Congress.  Conversely, the labour market reform continued 
to be stuck between the opposing views of UP and PSOE, i.e., respectively, ensuring equity 
via the reduction of job insecurity and temporal contracts or the provision of hiring and skill 
formation incentives to firms with a view to improve domestic productivity, with the second 
option favoured by the Commission. Finally, regarding the last sensitive issue, the tax system 
reform, political and economic circumstances allowed the government to buy time.  The main 
goal of the reform, as it had been signalled by the European committee, was the increase in 
fiscal revenue by revising the numerous exceptions featuring in the two main domestic taxes, 
personal income tax and VAT. However, given the worsening of the economic cycle due to a 
further COVID-19 wave, the Minister of Finance managed to postpone the reform task to the 
following fiscal year. In the meantime, to appease the EU, a Commission of experts would be 
created (which would eventually happen in April 2021) with the mandate of delivering a set 
of reform proposals in time to be discussed and included in the Budget Law for 2023.  In the 
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end, a text describing the guiding principles for all the envisaged reforms was agreed within 
the government, in time for its submission to the Commission at the end of January 2021. The 
Minister of Finance could then present at a Eurogroup meeting the state-of-the-art of domestic 
reforms included in the draft plan, boasting that all reforms were already in a stage of either 
completion, advanced or early redaction. 

Besides, on the administrative front, the government adopted a Royal Law-Decree 
(RDL 36/2020) on the modernisation of public administration for the implementation of 
the "Recovery, Transformation and Resilience plan" containing significant organisational 
and procedural changes with the goal of providing an ad-hoc framework to increase the 
effectiveness of public action in relation to investment spending. Organisationally, the RDL 
formalised the "diffused governance" structure combining a vertical chain of command with 
horizontal ministerial responsibility. It also introduced general management principles intended 
to modernise the administration and reminiscent of new public management, such as strategic 
planning and management by goals, as well as the reintroduction of the organisational formula 
of government agencies (equipped with a higher level of autonomy and flexibility). An innovative 
tool was also phased in to accelerate the establishment of public-private partnership, the 
so-called PERTE (Strategic Projects for Resilience and Economic Transformation), which builds 
on the EU experience of "projects of common interest". Such tool aims at involving private 
actors in projects with a high leveraging strategic potential for the rest of the economy whereby 
the public sector can help overcome market failures caused by the risk involved in R&D on 
disruptive innovation. Finally, and building on the EU principles of better regulation, a battery 
of measures targeted the achievement of agility, flexibility and prioritisation of the procedures 
related to the funds management, including measures such as fast-track procedures for public 
consultation, environmental impact assessment and audit control. 

Even though the intention was to avoid a trade-off between the protection of public values 
and the fulfilment of policy goals, these measures have raised concerns among societal 
actors and peripheral administrations feeling bypassed. Such concerns were also echoed in 
the appraisal of the regulation made by the top advisory institution, the State Council, which 
warned the government of the trade-off between the relaxation of domestic financial controls 
in the name of the fast-tracking of investment spending and the risk of facing the rejection of 
reimbursement request by the EU, exactly for the lack of the necessary statutory controls. 

As for the vertical organisation of public administration, the central and regional governments 
had to manage the inevitable conflict about competence and resource sharing. The government 
adopted criteria for the distribution of funds among Spanish regions (Comunidades Autónomas 
or CCAA) that resembled those for the distribution among Member States, i.e., privileging 
those regions that had been hit hardest by the crisis according to GPD and unemployment 
figures, drawing criticism by some regions either for the ranking that would derive from its 
application or because of the lack of dialogue and transparency. A further reason of friction 
stemmed from the envisaged "co-governance" structure proposed by the government, which 
intended to coordinate with the CCAA both within the Sectoral Conference for European Funds 
and each of the thematic Sectoral Conferences according to the competence area in which 
funds should be invested. The CCAA instead preferred a centralisation of coordination in one 
Sectoral Conference only, to avoid being at a disadvantage with the government in terms of 
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administrative resources to be dedicated to the task of "dispersed coordination". The issue was 
particularly relevant considering that the CCAA had obtained direct implementation powers over 
54% of the total available funds. 

During this period, spending programs were also consistently fine-tuned, with the lion's share 
of investments absorbed by the digital and green agenda including innovative programs such 
as the development of green hydrogen, a pervasive deployment of a 5G network, a domestic 
microchip industrial capacity and a decided support for the electric vehicle (EV), both as a 
vector of industrial capacity production and of smart and sustainable mobility. Interest groups 
mobilised at the tune of these proposals, most leveraging their already privileged position 
and expertise. A good example of the former is the energy sector, where the traditional heavy 
weights (e.g., Iberdrola, Endesa, Naturgy, Repsol and Acciona) shifted their attention to the 
latest of the innovative governmental strategy, the development of green hydrogen. Quick and 
deep cooperation with the private sector, therefore, started to emerge as a necessary condition 
to find viable venues for investments. In this vein, the government then started to use an 
innovative instrument to cooperate with the private sector at the stage of investment planning, 
i.e., the calls for the expression of interest. This instrument was borrowed from the European 
Commission, with the goal of designing public policies and the relative investment needs 
starting from inputs from business and civil society. These calls allow for the identification 
of those areas where the most mature projects would lie, followed by more specific calls for 
projects to be financed, thus minimising the risk of earmarking resources for sectors with lead 
times longer than those allowed by the funds. The 28 calls issued during the examined period 
attracted more than 17,000 proposals. The task, facing public administration, at this stage was 
to reach a viable balance involving the trade-off between the need to identify and select projects 
with a real "traction potential" for the rest of the economy and that of enlarging the recipient 
base to ensure political legitimacy. 

3.3. Submission and Approval of the Plan
When the final version of the RRP was submitted at the end of April 2021, its content reflected 
much of the domestic bargaining among political forces (within the government coalitions and 
between the latter and the remaining political forces), among government and societal actors 
and, notably among government, the European Commission and, more indirectly, other Member 
States governments via bargaining in the Council. The adopted plan consists of four cross-
cutting "action lines": the green and digital agenda, social and territorial cohesion, and gender 
equality. These action lines would be operationalised through ten "levers", i.e., policies aimed 
at leveraging the potential for a sustainable and inclusive growth: the urban and rural agenda, 
including fight against depopulation and agricultural development;  resilient infrastructures and 
ecosystems; a fair and inclusive energy transition; the modernisation of public administration; 
modernisation and digitalisation of industrial policy and SMEs; promotion of science and 
innovation and the strengthening of the national health system; reform of the educational 
and skill formation system; reform of the labour market and of the ‘new care economy’ for 
an ageing population; promotion of culture and sport industry; and, finally, the reform and 
modernisation of the tax system. 
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These ten levers are further broken down into 30 "components" which encompass the major 
investment and reforms with a higher level of detail (for a total of 416 targets and milestones 
corresponding to 110 investments and 102 reforms, according to the EU categorisation). Taken 
together, the green and the digital components would absorb 39.7% and 28.2%, respectively, 
well above the minimum thresholds established by the RRF regulation, while education, skill 
formation and R&D would account for another 18%.  As a notable change compared to original 
intentions, the plan also includes the request for loans, which would be used for the financing 
of instruments of employment flexibility. 

The government was  displaying optimism about the likelihood of a positive evaluation by 
the Commission, which would have implied the disbursement of the prefinancing (€9 billion) 
in the summer and of the first tranche (€16 billion) in December, considering that much of the 
reforms linked to these early disbursements had already been taking place since February 
2020 (in total, a hundred milestones and targets including, among others, the Climate Change 
Law, the Circular Economy Strategy, the hydrogen and 5G roadmaps, the minimum vital income, 
the adoption of new financial transaction taxes, the reform of remote working and "riders"). 
However, the government had to make a risky decision in relation to the calendar of reforms. 
In fact, the decision to frontload the bulk of the investments carried the consequence of also 
anticipating the reforms to be implemented, as the EU political agreement implicitly linked 
the "carrot and the stick". The calendar of reforms presented in the plan did not accorded the 
government much time to address the most polemic issues, both sequentially and in tranches: 
the labour reform and the least difficult part of the pension reform (the mechanism ensuring 
"sustainability" in relation to life expectancy) should be completed by the end of 2021, while 
the thorniest part of the latter (the number of years of contributions considered  for calculating 
the amount of the pension) was expected by the first half of 2022, and at the end of 2022 the 
reform of the tax system. 

The European Commission first analysed the Spanish RRP and it was clear that, for both the 
government and the Commission, the stakes in the process and in its outcome were high. The 
Spanish government had been hurrying all the procedures to receive the NGEU funds as soon 
as they would become available. Conspicuously, the availability of such funds would depend 
on the emission of bonds by the Commission, which in turn depended on the approval of the 
December 2020 Council decision on the modifications of resource mechanisms by Member 
States according to their own constitutional procedures. Thus Spain, who approved the decision 
by a vote taken in Congress in March, depended on the slower processes of other Member 
States. The Commission would also invest significant political and reputational capital in the 
process: not only was the Spanish RRP the first to be scrutinised, but also the one for which 
conditionality was particularly relevant, considering the resources the country would receive. 
Given the stakes at play, the Commission decision to approve the Spanish plan with the highest 
marks on ten out of the eleven criteria (the only criteria receiving a B instead of A refers to 
the incomplete estimation of the investments and reform costs to be incurred) in June 2021 
should thus be considered more than a routine formality. However, the Commission did not shy 
away from stressing how the successful implementation of the adopted reform commitments 
eventually depended on their final design a design that was still found to be "open" (intending 
vague) in its description. The outcome of the ECOFIN Council decision confirming the approving 
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proposal tabled by the Commission had been anticipated by an early informal statement by the 
Eurogroup president, who had declared his satisfaction of the "rigorous job" made by the EU 
executive. Therefore, few surprises were expected when the Council endorsed the Commission's 
positive assessment in July, although many governments took note that the credibility of the 
Spanish commitment would be tested with the pace and content of its reform capacity. 

While the beginning of successful bonds emissions by the Commission in June 2021 allowed 
the disbursement of the prefinancing tranche, giving financial oxygen to the government, 
conditionality also started to assume a more formal character, with the following financial 
envelope scheduled for the end of 2021 (reduced from 16 to €10 billion, the Commission 
lowering the amount of frontloading initially proposed) subject to the fulfilment of reforms and 
to the actual commitment of spending. Notably, one of the reasons upholding the optimism of 
the government was the time-lag between the reforms that must be included in the biannual 
evaluation of the Commission for fund disbursement and the deadline for the implementation of 
reforms. In other words, the first disbursement (besides the prefinancing) envisaged at the end 
of the last quarter of 2021 (Q4 2021) would only consider reforms that had to be committed 
by the third quarter of 2021 (Q3 2021), while reforms that had to be implemented by Q4 
2021, according to the agreed timetable, would only count for evaluation for the disbursement 
planned for the second quarter of 2022 (Q2 2022). 

3.4. Analysis of the First Semester of RRP Implementation 
The outcome of the first six months of implementation provides evidence of mixed results. Starting 
with the administrative dimension, the most relevant factor has consisted in the introduction of 
an additional source of pressure in November 2021, when the Commission and the government 
signed the Operational Arrangement, further detailing the targets and milestones and the annexed 
timetable which would entail a biannual evaluation by the Commission. From a formal perspective, 
such an Operational Arrangement would further reduce domestic discretion in determining the 
details of the reform to be implemented, although it was not clear what the Commission would 
do in case of minor or even significant deviations, e.g., by how much disbursement would be 
diminished. Moreover, the arrangement formalised a quarterly meeting between the responsible 
domestic authority and the Commission to discuss implementation. The Minister of Finance, 
who had been appointed as the government representative before the Commission, did not 
immediately publish the arrangement but nonetheless issued an ordinance establishing a 
hierarchical information-gathering system to which all public authorities (particularly, Ministries 
and regional and local administrations) involved the management of the funds would be subject.

Political cooperation among government and opposition continued to be lacking, the PP 
leader accusing the government of using the funds as an instrument for buying electoral 
consensus, and appease its "radical" coalition partner, UP, with lax reforms on the crucial 
dossier of labour market and pension system. One of the recurring grievances was the 
rejection on the part of the PP government proposal to establish an independent state agency 
for managing the funds. Regarding the vertical dimension of multi-level governance, the 
government planned to induce cooperation and a sense of responsibility form the CCAA in 
managing the relevant resources.  Problems were mostly related to the change in the logic of 
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distribution of such funds, the primacy of the territorial criteria being supplanted by the policy 
criteria, meaning that CCAA would benefit in relation to the territorial dimension of each of  
the policy levers identified in the RRP, and that the distribution would be decided in each  
of the relevant Sectoral Conferences. The central government strengthened the administrative 
cooperation tools mostly in the form of regular report obligation on the state of implementation 
and the relative documentation for verification and certification purposes, including the 
unprecedented obligation for each recipient administration, at all levels of government, to 
establish an anti-fraud system. Politicisation of the issue was particularly strong with those 
CCAA governed by the opposition, who continued to lament the hierarchical management by the 
government and lack of involvement in the decision-making process. 

In relation to actual reform capacity, two days after signing the Operational Arrangement, the 
government requested the disbursement of the first tranche, considering that all the related 52 
targets and milestones had been accomplished. The most relevant legislative acts were among 
the following: the law on climate change and energy transition, the regulation of  procurement 
auctions for renewable facilities, the law on education, the laws on teleworking, reduction of 
temporary employment in public administrations and measures addressing the suppression 
of the gender gap, the introduction of taxes on financial transactions and digital services, the 
appointment of the committee of experts for tax reform, the set-up of a permanent team in 
the Ministry of Finance for the active monitoring of the implementation of the results of the 
spending reviews and the separation of sources of financing for Social Security to increase 
transparency in the long-term financial equilibrium of the pension system.

The Commission also certified the approval of strategic documents that should 
guide reforms in key policy areas, such as the Urban Agenda, the Long-Term Renovation 
Strategy for Energy Rehabilitation in the Building Sector, the National Strategy for Green 
Infrastructure, Connectivity and Ecological Restoration, the Hydrogen Roadmap, the Spanish 
Strategy on Circular Economy, the 2025 Digital Spain Plan, the strategy for the promotion 
of 5G technology, the National Digital Competences Plan, the Plan of the Modernisation of 
Vocational Training and the Action Plan to tackle youth unemployment. None of the reforms 
committed up to Q3/2021 were particularly politically or socially controversial, while some of 
the technically difficult ones had already been prepared for a long time (e.g., around climate 
and energy or the establishment of financial and digital taxes). Therefore, the still provisional, 
critical test of the additional pressure coming from NGEU conditionality was centred on the 
controversial reforms who had to be committed by Q4/2021, the most notable among them 
being the labour and pension system market reform. 

The market labour reform was adopted by the government as a Royal Law-Decree on December 
30 2021, just in time to comply with the Operational Arrangement deadline and implying its 
necessary approval by Congress by the end of the following month. Months of intense debate 
within the coalition and tripartite negotiations with social partners have witnessed the difficult 
but steady and progressive rapprochement of all the parties involved, with a view of reaching 
an outcome as harmonious as possible. While the reform could not be said to amount to a 
full derogation of the 2012 reform as it had been desired and announced by government 
members affiliated to UP, it still contains substantial changes that would turn labour legislation 
into a qualitatively different regulatory system. The reform reduces the number and types 
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of temporal contracts and the reasons allowing their use, thereby joining flexibility with the 
reduction of temporality. It also makes use of fixed but discontinuous contracts mandatory for 
activities that occur with regularity; simplifies and strengthens the typology of skill formation 
contracts; reduces discretion for contractual conditions relative to subcontracting firms and, 
finally, rationalises collective negotiations in ways that allow for the prevalence of firm-level 
over sectoral bargaining on most issues minus wage levels. The outcome has therefore been 
the first labour reform subscribed by both, unions and employers' peak associations (CEOE, 
with some exception, such as the Catalan delegation and representatives from the tourist and 
agricultural sector). However, the passage of the decree through Congress for its adoption 
as a law showed the limits of the Europeanisation effects of top-down conditionality and the 
countervailing effects of bottom-up politicisation. The government struggled to assemble a 
majority in Congress as some of the nationalist parties refused to cast a favourable vote for 
reasons that were only tangentially related to the substance of the reform and more to do with 
the feeling that the government had not been forthcoming in making concessions on other 
issues salient to them. Although the reform was ultimately adopted, it was only by accident 
(paradoxically, thanks to a mistake made by a MP from the PP). 

Regarding the other crucial reform, the pension system reform scheduled for Q4/2021 included 
the maintenance of purchasing power of pensions and the alignment of the real and the legal 
retirement age, while, in a tight temporal sequence, by Q1/2022 the government should come 
up with the publication (but not yet the approval) of the legal provisions regarding the adjustment 
of the computation period for the calculation of the retirement pension and those regarding the 
replacement of the "sustainability factor" (i.e., the adjustment of the amount of pensions in 
relation to the evolution of life expectancy) adopted in 2013 with an "intergenerational equity" 
mechanism. All these reforms have already been described as particularly sensitive socially and 
politically, including within the coalition, but increasingly unavoidable in view of the upcoming 
wave of retirements from the baby boom generation and the unfavourable changes in Spanish 
demography (Chislett, 2021). Moreover, as in the case of the labour reform, the Commission had 
set red lines in relation to expected domestic action (although the Council had been less explicit, 
and thus more conciliatory with domestic discretion, when approving the Spanish RRP).  In relation 
to the indexation of the purchasing power of pensions, the PP had passed legislation in 2013 that 
prevented pension to be linked to inflation when the public pension system financial balances 
were in deficit. The Commission was thus worried about the impact on public finances resulting 
from the derogation of such rule unless compensatory measures had also been adopted. On this 
issue, the government has only partially followed the wish of the Commission, by decreeing the 
full indexation of pensions to inflation without an establishment of countervailing mechanisms 
for fiscal neutrality. The government expressly stated its wish to ditch the "failed" repeatedly 
challenged in courts) 2013 reform and replace it with the spirit of the 2011 reform, enacted by 
the hitherto PSOE government, which privileged the consensual approach of the Toledo Pact. The 
move met with the favour by employers considering that the extra cost of the new indexation 
system would be shouldered by public finances. On the issue of the reduction of the gap between 
the real and the legal retirement age, the government has also walked a relatively easy path as, 
in line with the Toledo Pact and therefore the backing of social partners, the new legislation finally 
adopted in December 2021 confirms the trend to progressively elevating retirement age while at 
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the same time introducing a new set of both negative incentives for anticipated retirement and 
positive ones for the delaying of retirement. Consequently, reforms on this issue are an instance 
of consensual incremental changes with relatively small political cost, also considering that it 
would mostly affect future generations for which the discounted immediate saliency of the issue 
is relatively low. 

The same cannot be said, however, for the two remaining reforms of the pension system: 
the computation and the sustainability factor. To start with the computation of pension, UP 
had shown its rejection stating that such reform had never been the object of the coalitional 
agreement, nor was it ever contemplated within the Toledo Pact. The issue also meets 
opposition of retirees’ unions, as the increase in the years considered for the computation 
of pensions is almost conducive to a lowering of their amount, estimated between 4 and 5%. 
Trends in this direction had already been set in motion by the 2011 reform, which elevated 
the computational reference from 15 to 25 years. The PSOE Minister of Social Security had 
already been circulating proposals in December 2020 to elevate this top and let it grow until 35 
years, although with exceptions and incentives to limit the real impact of the new recalculation. 
Neither the Council approval decision not the Operation Arrangement mentioned 35 years as 
the reform target, but it implicitly became the bone of contention among opposing actors. 
Nowadays, the government has not yet advanced any official proposal and it is still negotiating 
with social partners. A compromise solution advanced by the government is to maintain the 
35 years target but restrict calculation to a yet unspecified subset of years with the highest 
contribution. A similar dynamic, with a different outcome, however, is observable in relation 
to the reform of the sustainability factor and the establishment of an alternative mechanism 
ensuring a socially and economically viable balance between intergenerational equity and 
budgetary sustainability. While there has been agreement between government and unions 
regarding derogation of the 2013 rules (which should have started to have effect in 2023), 
little common ground was available regarding possible solutions. Moreover, employers were 
much more directly involved as solutions might have required not only a reduction of system 
costs (i.e., pensions benefits distributed over time) but also an increase in contributions, 
of which employers shoulder a substantial part. In June 2021, a tripartite agreement was 
reached to negotiate the new mechanisms by mid-November, although the government warned 
that in case of no-agreement it would inevitably have made its own legislative proposal to 
meet the indicative deadline agreed with the Commission (end of the year or beginning of 
the following). In November, the government advanced a unilateral proposal that met the 
favour of unions, but led to an abrupt end of the harmony so far enjoyed with employers’ 
peak association. The proposal was in fact centred on a 0.6% increase of contributions to 
social security funds earmarked for pensions, of which 0.5% would fall on employers and 
the rest on workers. This increase would be contingent and temporary until 2032 and would 
be revised periodically (every three years) ever since, based on the Aging Report issued by 
the European Commission. This mechanism had finally been adopted in December 2021 
within the same legislative act as the other two successful pension reform items described 
above. It is still to be seen whether the evaluation of the Commission will find the reform 
of pensions in line with the Operational Arrangement, considering that notable objections, 
besides those expectable by the opposition and employers, have also been raised by such 
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influential figures as the governor of the central bank, warning that while the cumulative 
increase in system costs generated by the reform(s) would amount to 4% of the GDP every 
year between 2022 and 2050, the increase in revenue would be limited to 1%. 

Finally, the mobilisation of public and private investments has also accelerated after a 
slow start, although it might still be too early to draw any meaningful conclusion. According to 
government figures (GdE 2021), by November 2021 73% of the funds have been authorised 
while 64% have already been committed to a legitimate third-party beneficiary through the 
signing of the relative contract. Much of the authorisation process had occurred in the last 
couple of months of 2021, and for this reason, the amount effectively spent stood at a 
much lower level, with estimations from the central bank averaging 11 out of the €27 billion 
posted in the national budget. In terms of its contribution to GDP growth, the low rate of 
expenditure would lead to a 0.6 % additional growth compared to the 2% initially estimated by 
the government. Although the authorised but unspent financial resources can be rolled over to 
the following years, there is a risk of creating a financial glut for the administration spending 
capacity. The fact that more than half of the committed resources have been channelled 
towards public administration, in particular CCAA and municipalities, has contributed to 
delaying the executions of funds. Peripheral administrations must start their own public 
tendering procedures only once the funds have been received, starting to apply the new, 
ad-hoc procedures introduced for reporting and verification of NGEU funds. So far, only a 
very small portion of the total had reached the private economy (2% of committed resources, 
according to figures of the business peak association (CEOE, 2022). The private sector 
has lamented that few calls were issued before summer 2021, although it is reasonable to 
assume that the government had waited for the formal approval of the RRP until sufficient 
information could be gathered through the 28 expressions of interest before intensifying 
the publications of calls. On the other hand, business representatives also complained of 
the contrary, lamenting that the quick publication of calls with relatively little time for the 
submission of projects (in some cases as little as 10 days) could have a negative effect on 
the quality and the quantity of the projects submitted. Paradoxically, one of the problems 
that started to emerge has been the lack of familiarity of SMEs with the public subvention 
system, for which the complexity of the procedures and the fragmentation of calls launched 
by different Ministries and/or by other levels of government did not help, although a unified 
website has started to systematically publish calls. 

Notwithstanding the political and economic value in reaching all economic sectors, fostering 
the production system of SMEs which account for 90% of the Spanish economy, one of the 
targets of resilience spending is that of forging strategic partnerships with the private sector to 
enhance the transformational impact of projects with a high minimum threshold of resources and 
expertise. To fulfil this goal, the Spanish administration has introduced PERTEs as the instrument 
of choice. The promotion of the value chain around the electric vehicle (EV) has been the first and, 
so far, most developed experience. The promotion of such value chain has not only considered 
as having high strategic relevance for the domestic economy and its green and digital dimension, 
but was also an area where the government could leverage existing industrial politics relations 
with the VW group. Following the positive experience of the launch of the EV PERTE, two more 
PERTEs have been launched since December 2021, one in the sector of advanced health science 
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(developing and diffussing technologies ones in the national health system) and the other in the 
energy sector (renewables, hydrogen and energy storage). Two more PERTEs have also been 
announced for upcoming adoption (the promotion of Spanish in the "new economy of language" 
and the promotion of the social care economy) while two others are currently in the stage of 
elaboration (aerospace industry, involving cooperation with Airbus, and sustainable and smart 
agri-food value-chain). 

3.5. Countervailing Mechanisms to Europeanisation
While there is evidence of the effects of both top-down and bottom-up Europeanisation in 
meeting the formal implementation requirements set by the EU in a timely manner it is 
equally possible to identify three countervailing "misfit" mechanisms holding the potential 
to interfere with effective implementation. At the political level, the strong polarisation 
emerging in the last decade has prevented the government coalition from adopting 
"clear-cut" reforms in the name of internal balence while giving opposition parties little 
incentive to offer support, preferring instead to seek benefits from the politicisation of 
contentious issues. The preliminary evidence emerging from the contentious reform of 
the labour market provides strong support to this hypothesis. Despite being a balanced 
reform, far from the partisan changeover promoted by the most radical members of the 
government coalition, it has proven impossible to keep the substance of the reform away 
from the strategic games of a polarised system of unremitting confrontation. Roughly the 
same can be said in relation to cooperation and coordination among different levels of 
government, with local government majorities in charge of CCAA keen to maximise their 
own benefit instead of the collective good. At the same time, the central government has 
so far failed to introduce truly innovative systems of co-governance. The establishment 
of an ad hoc Sectoral Conference for centre-periphery coordination seems to add another 
layer to the existing (and conflictual) architecture of multilevel governance rather than a 
correction to its shortcomings. Moreover, the lack of a clear model of centre-periphery 
division of labour in the NGEU regulation (as opposed to the case of Cohesion and Regional 
Funds) prevents the expectation for Europeanisation to follow a predefined format, stocking 
the potential for ambiguity and interterritorial conflict. Even if the attempt at modernising 
administrative procedures in the name of efficient spending will have an impact on central 
administration, it will be insufficient if not paralleled by a similar effort by the peripheral 
regional and local level administration. Finally, lack of a solid and well-established public-
private partnership is proving to be an obstacle to the deployment of the full potential of 
private cooperation in absorbing significant amounts of financial resources for projects 
that must have a transformative impact in a short amount of time. As in the case of intra-
state administrative responsibilities, the NGEU regulation is a rather blunt instrument that 
sets investment priorities and modalities bearing little adaptation to the reality of the 
Member States. While the drive to simultaneously modernise the productive platform of all 
Member States is understandable, the misfit between the ambition of such an endeavour and 
the domestic industrial capacities to be quickly mobilised is likely to be a powerful hurdle. 
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4. Conclusions

Spain has grown into a fully-fledged Member State because of the role played by the considerable 
amount of EU funds invested in supply-side policies. The resulting Europeanisation process 
has generated a structuring impact, namely the modernisation of the socio-economic profile 
of the country. This process had, however, slowed down during the last decade, compromising 
the completion of Spanish convergence process. That said, while the role of EU supply-side 
policies was set to decrease during the 2021-2027 financial framework, the COVID-19 crisis has 
unexpectedly provided another opportunity to close the convergence gap. While it is too early to 
draw any conclusion about the net effect of the NGEU funds, this contribution has highlighted 
the existence of preconditions for the kind of "fast-track" Europeanisation expected by the 
historic EU NGEU agreement. First, Spain has shown a remarkable capacity for uploading 
its policy preferences intervening in the heated coronabonds debate with diplomatic skills 
that have allowed the country to play a constructive role in forging EU consensus. Second, 
although it had to accept more conditionality than desired, the country has shown considerable 
capacities to download the preliminary EU requirements for the preparation and approval of 
the RRPs. Subject to a mix of coercion and limited domestic flexibility in selecting reform and 
investment priorities (i.e., top-down Europeanisation), Spain has demonstrated its transition 
into a mature Member State, adopting the priorities set at the EU level without any noticeable 
resistance. Spain strives to portray itself as a current (e.g., in the energy sector) and future 
(e.g., digital transformation) forerunner in the Single Market, while also demonstrating ability 
in defending its own approach to the EU social pillar through the promotion of an inclusive 
and just economic growth model. However, the lack of a decisive shift towards cooperative 
bottom-up Europeanisation and the absence of fine-tuned top-down Europeanisation serve as 
a caution about the potential for converting successful programmatic downloading into on-the-
ground implementation. While the EU could have adopted a temporally more flexible framework 
for executing reforms and investments on such a big scale, it is in the end the responsibility 
of the Spanish political and administrative system to speed up its Europeanisation process 
and make the most of this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for convergence. 
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Table 3.1. Policy targets, Europeanisation Dynamics and Countervailing Mechanisms

Top-down 
Europeanisation

Bottom-up  
Europeanisation

Countervailing 
Mechanisms

Reforms Labour Market (maintenance 
of flexibility options) 

Long-term sustainability of 
the Pension System 

Modernisation and Progres-
siveness of the Tax System 

Modernisation and Strength-
ening of R&D 

Integral Ecosystem Protection 
and Modernisation of Agro-
food Industry 

Climate Change and Energy 
Transition Law 

Sustainable and connected 
mobility strategy

Labour Market (reduction of 
temporality and increase in 
inclusiveness) 

Administrative Modernisation 

New Care Economy 

Politicisation by Opposition 

Opportunism by nationalist 
parties ‘bystanders’ 

Unstable Mechanisms for 
multilevel governance 

Opposition from Interest 
Groups (e.g., pension system 
reform opposition by business)

Investments Digitalisation & Decarbonisa-
tion as the main recipient of 
funds

Innovation in Public-Private 
Partnership (Manifestations 
of Interest & PERTEs) Indus-
trial Policy 

Renewable Hydrogen Plan 

5G Roadmap

Spain as an audio-visual hub

Mismatch between the min-
imum size of transformative 
investments and characteris-
tics of the Spanish business 
population (SMEs)
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4 

The Europeanisation  
of Climate Policy

NURIA FONT

1. Introduction

Over the last decades, the European Union (EU) has pioneered the fight against climate change. 
As of today, following the launching of the European Green Deal (EGD) in 2019 and the adoption 
of subsequent legislative instruments, the EU has set the objective to reduce greenhouse gas 
(GHG) emissions by at least 55% by 2030 and to become climate neutral by 2050. The EGD is 
an ambitious program aiming at cutting GHG emissions, investing in research and innovation and 
preserving the natural environment (European Commission 2019). Against this background, some 
comparative studies analyse the effect of the EU on member state climate policy (e.g., Avrami & 
Sprinz, 2019), although research on the Europeanisation of climate policy in Spain has received 
less attention. This chapter addresses this issue and poses the following research questions: To 
what to extent is Spanish climate policy EU-driven? What are the main drivers of Europeanisation? 

To "respond" these questions, the study engages with theoretical debates on the different 
mechanisms of Europeanisation (Börzel, 2002; Héritier et al., 2001; Howell, 2004; Radaelli, 
2004; Vink & Graziano, 2007). While several conceptualisations of Europeanisation have 
been elaborated in the specialised literature (e.g., Howell, 2004; Radaelli, 2004), some of the 
most accepted emphasise the impact of European integration on domestic policies, political 
structures (e.g., Héritier et al., 2001; Börzel, 2002; Radaelli, 2004), and domestic adaptation 
(Vink & Graziano, 2007). On this basis, Radaelli (2004) conceptualises Europeanisation as 
the construction, diffusion and institutionalisation of formal and informal rules, procedures, 
policy paradigms and styles that have previously been defined and consolidated at the EU 
level and then incorporated in the domestic discourse, institutional structures, and policies. 
Similarly, Jordan and Liefferink (2005) in their study of environmental policy, conceptualise 
Europeanisation as a process through which the EU penetrates and triggers adjustments in 
domestic institutions, decision-making and policies. This study builds on such conceptualisations. 
While we acknowledge that the EU affects and is affected by the Member States (Jordan 
and Liefferink, 2005), and that the uploading of domestic interests and policy agendas on 
climate change towards the EU arena provide a complementary perspective to Europeanisation 
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(Howell, 2004), adopting a two-way perspective raises theoretical and methodological concerns, 
as the causes and consequences of change are interconnected (Jordan and Liefferink, 2005). 
Moreover, we know from previous empirical studies on the Europeanisation of environmental policy 
in Spain –or including Spain that the EU is a key mechanism for domestic agenda-setting and policy 
shaping (Jordan and Liefferink, 2005; Font, 2001; Borrás et al., 1998; Börzel, 1999). Therefore, 
downloading is a dominant trend of Europeanisation. While a top-down approach to Europeanisation 
is prioritised in this study, complementary evidence of the two-way relationships between the EU 
and the Member States is also provided. Based on documentary analysis, this study argues that 
Spanish policy against climate change is heavily driven by the EU. More specifically, it shows that 
EU regulatory and financial downloading are the main mechanisms of Europeanisation, although 
trends of Europeanisation based on uploading of national preferences, as well as on public attitudes 
convergence with the European ones are also observed. 

The chapter is organised as follows. The first section briefly describes the main policy 
developments on climate action at the EU level over the last three decades. Then, several 
dimensions of climate policy in Spain are analysed through the lenses of Europeanisation, 
namely, the policy discourse and policy contents, governance structures, policy compliance, 
and public attitudes. The final section identifies the main drivers of Europeanisation and 
presents concluding remarks.

2. EU Climate Action

EU policy designed to fight against climate change dates back to the early 1990s, when 
the EU started to discuss the first measures facing the negotiations of the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change. Since then, a series of policy decisions have been adopted 
at the EU level, to the point that, nowadays, climate action has become a strategic policy 
issue at the EU level. In broad terms, since the inclusion of climate policy in the agenda in 
1992, three broad stages can be identified taking policy relevance as a main criterion. In 
brief, a first stage in which climate action was included in the political agenda, and the first 
instruments to fight against climate change were defined (1992-2007); a second stage in 
which climate policy became relevant in the political agenda, and several policy measures in 
a wide array of areas were adopted (2008-2019); and a third stage in which climate action 
became a strategic priority for the EU (2019 onwards).

2.1. Inclusion in the Agenda and First Policy Initiatives: 1992-2007
The first steps towards the inclusion of climate policy in the EU political agenda took place 
following the release of the first report of the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPPC) in 1990. With the aim to prepare its participation in UN Framework Convention on 
Climate Change, which was one of the main achievements of the Earth Summit on Climate Change 
(Rio de Janeiro, 1992), the European Council engaged in discussions on several policy issues. 
The creation of a CO2 tax at the EU level was one of the most ambitious, yet controversial, policy 
initiatives discussed among national governments in 1992. However, following some national 
governments' opposition to the introduction of an EU-level tax, the initiative was abandoned. Still, 
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other less ambitious initiatives on energy efficiency and renewable energies, namely the Specific 
Actions for Vigorous Energy Efficiency Directive, by which Member States were required to reduce 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, and the ALTENER program, encouraging members to adopt 
measures on renewable energies, were given the green light. Outstandingly, by virtue of the 1997 
Kyoto Protocol, the EU committed to reduce 8% of GHG emissions during the 2008-2012 period 
(first Kyoto commitment period), compared to 1990 levels. Discussions on the policy instruments 
to meet the Kyoto Protocol commitments resulted in several policy initiatives covering GHG 
emissions, renewable energy, and energy efficiency. First, the European Commission adopted 
the first European Climate Change Program (2000-2004) in 2000 to identify measures aimed 
at reducing GHG emissions.1 Following discussions on climate policy instruments, in 2003, the 
EU adopted the European Emissions Trading System (ETS)2 for energy and industry sectors. The 
system was based on a "cap and trade" principle, by which governments were allowed to fix 
national caps for emissions from installations covered in the system and issue tradable emission 
permits for a given trading period (Bayer & Aklin, 2020). Additional legislation on renewable 
energy and energy efficiency to address the Kyoto commitments for the first period on GHG 
emission reductions were adopted during this period.

2.2. Policy Consolidation: 2007-2019
The fight against climate change gained prominence and institutionalisation at the end of the 
first decade of the 2000s: climate action within the European Commission gained the status of 
Directorate General (DG CLIMA) in 2010; the EU became an influential player in the global climate 
agenda (Allwood, 2020); and more ambitious EU targets in the fight against climate change 
were adopted. In relation therewith, following the European Commission’s proposals establishing 
objectives for the reduction of GHG emissions, in 2008, the European Council adopted the EU 
Climate and Energy Package setting targets for climate change mitigation, renewable energy and 
energy efficiency. The agreement established several targets: reducing GHG emissions by 20% 
from 1990 levels, improving energy efficiency by 20%, and reaching 20% of renewable energy 
of the total EU energy consumption. The package covered the revision of the emission trading 
schemes and the adoption of further legislation on GHG reductions, renewable energy, and 
energy efficiency. Given that the previous ETS system did not give rise to the initially expected 
CO2 emission reductions, the EU revised the emissions trading system evolving from national 
caps to a single EU-level ETS target. Regarding renewable energies, the EU adopted several policy 
instruments, including the Effort-Sharing Decision, the Renewable Electricity Directive and the 
Directive on carbon capture and storage. 

To contribute a common position ahead of the Paris Conference to be held in 2015, in 2014 
the European Council adopted the climate and energy policy framework for the EU, by which it 
endorsed the reduction of at least 40% of GHG emissions by 2030, compared to 1990 levels; 

1 https://ec.europa.eu/clima/eu-action/european-climate-change-programme_es

2 Directive 2003/87/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council establishing a scheme for greenhouse gas 
emission allowance trading within the Community
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the increase of at least 27% of renewable energy; at least a 27% improve of energy efficiency; 
and reaching an electricity interconnection target among Member States.3

Apart from this, the adoption of the Regulation on the Governance of the Energy Union 
and Climate Action (“Governance Regulation”)4 in 2018 was a step forward in setting out 
a governance mechanism to implement the 2030 and long-term energy and climate targets 
set out in the 2015 Paris Agreement. Under the Governance Regulation, Member States are 
required to submit national energy and climate plans (NECPs) for the 2021-2030 period to the 
Commission. Plans should define the national strategies to meet the 2030 targets regarding 
the reduction of 55% of GHG emission, renewable energy, energy efficiency, and electricity 
interconnection. Complementarily, in 2008, the European Commission launched the “Covenant 
of Mayors" –renamed "Covenant of Mayors for Climate and Energy" – with the objective of 
involving local authorities to voluntarily implement mitigation targets on the reduction of at 
least 20% of GHG emissions by 2020 as well as adaptation measures.

2.3. Strategic Turn: 2019 onwards
In 2019, the EU made a strategic turn on climate action following the European Commission 
presentation of the European Green Deal (EGD) Communication, by which climate action was 
made a top political priority. The EGD Communication launched a European growth strategy 
with the objective of transforming the EU into a fair and prosperous society and of improving 
the quality of life, with a modern, resource-efficient, and competitive economy with no net 
emissions of GHG in 2050.5 As announced by the new President of the European Commission, 
Ursula von der Leyen, the EGD aimed Europe to become the first climate-neutral continent by 
2050. Considering the ambition of these objectives, the EGD might constitute a paradigm shift 
from previous economic, environmental, and social policy approaches.

The Commission’s initiative received broad support from national governments and the 
European Parliament (EP), as both the European Council and the parliament endorsed the 
EU net-zero GHG emissions objective by 2050.6 Remarkably, the European Council declared 
climate-neutrality as one of the main priorities of the 2019-2024 Strategic Agenda and invited 
the Commission to prepare a proposal for an EU long-term strategy. More specifically, and 
following the Commission’s Communication "Stepping up Europe’s 2030 climate ambition" 
on September 2020 that included a reduction of GHG emissions of at least 55% by 2030 
(from a by then 40% reduction target), the European Council agreed that it should be achieved 
collectively, and that national considerations of fairness and solidarity should be taken into 
account for Member States participation.7 On more specific terms, the European Council 

3 European Council conclusions, meeting 23/24 October 2014. EUCO 169/14.

4 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.L_.2018.328.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=O-
J:L:2018:328:TOC

5 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1588580774040&uri=CELEX:52019DC0640

6 European Council conclusions, meeting 12/13 December 2019; EP Resolution on climate and environmental emer-
gency (28/11/19) and EP Resolution on the European Green Deal, 15/1/2020

7 European Council conclusions, meeting 15/16 October 2020, EUCO 15/20
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endorsed a reduction of at least 55% of GHG emissions by 2030, compared with 1990 levels, 
and invited co-legislators to reflect this new objective in the proposal of European Climate Law.8

Following discussions between the Commission, the EP and national governments, the Council of 
the EU and the EP adopted the European Climate Law (ECL) on 30 June 2021.9 The ECL establishes 
a legally binding target of net zero GHG emissions by 2050 and sets the intermediate binding 
target to reduce net GHG emissions by at least 55% for 2030 compared to 1990 levels. The 
targets included in the ECL were the outcome of legislative bargaining between the EP and the 
Council. During legislative negotiations, the EP supported a reduction of 60% for 203010, while 
some national governments in the Council (namely Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, and Poland)11 
had been reluctant to adopt such an intermediate target and to make climate-related targets 
mandatory for individual countries. As a result, the Council finally established that ECL targets 
are not mandatory for individual Member States, but are for the EU. Parallel to these endeavours, 
in July 2021, the Commission adopted the "Fit for 55" Package12 delivering the 2030 Climate 
Target. The Commission’s package contained a series of proposals on effort sharing, a revised 
emission trading system, energy tax, energy efficiency, land use and forestry, and a carbon border 
mechanism, among others, to achieve the target of reducing 55% of emissions by 2030. 

Overall, EU climate policy combines mitigation and adaptation strategies. While the initial 
focus of EU climate policy was mitigation, as it largely relies on the reduction of GHGs emissions 
(Allwood, 2020), the EU adaptation strategy has recently focused on the adaptation to the 
unavoidable impact of climate change. Following the need to reinforce adaptation initiatives that 
were adopted in 2013,13 in 2021 the Commission adopted a Communication on the new EU 
Strategy on Adaptation to Climate Change highlighting the need to strengthen EU’s adaptative 
capacities to reduce vulnerability derived from, for instance, extreme weather events.14 By way 
of example, these may include the reinforcement of EU response capacities to long lasting 
draughts through, for instance, the Civil Protection Mechanism, the EU-wide early warning 
systems and national Drought Management plans for vulnerable rivers.15 

On other matters, the adoption of policy measures following the announcement of the 
EGD was strongly affected by the COVID-19 crisis. Despite the attempts by some national 
governments to postpone the EGD policy agenda, the European Commission, the EP, and most 
national governments aligned in supporting the linkage between the green transition and the 
economic recovery from the COVID-19 crisis (Eckert, 2021). That is, the EU response to the 

8 European Council conclusions, meeting 11 December 2020, EUCO 22/20

9 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32021R1119, EUCO 29/19

10 https://www.eceee.org/all-news/news/eu-parliament-votes-in-favour-of-cutting-emissions-60-by-2030/

11 https://carnegieeurope.eu/2019/12/18/climate-politics-in-fragmented-europe-pub-80616

12 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52021DC0550

13 COM (2013) 216 final

14 Communication From the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social 
Committee And the Committee of The Regions Forging a climate-resilient Europe - the new EU Strategy on Adapta-
tion to Climate Change, COM/2021/82 final

15 Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social 
Committee and The Committee of The Regions Forging a climate-resilient Europe - the new EU Strategy on Adapta-
tion to Climate Change, COM/2021/82 final
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COVID-19 crisis enabled connecting the long-term objectives of the EGD with the short-term 
ones on the recovery (Bongardt & Torres, 2021). The most important instruments to connect 
the green transition and the crisis recovery were the creation of Next Generation EU and the 
expansion of the 2021-27 Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF). More specifically, the 
Recovery and Resilience Facility, and Next Generation EU as its main financial instrument, 
were created to mobilise €750 million for the 2021-23 period to lead post-pandemic Europe 
toward economic and social recovery. A clear indicator of the EU’s commitment to the 
green transition is that at least 37% of national recovery and resilience plans must address 
climate issues.16 The MFF for the 2021-27 period included an unprecedented 30% climate 
mainstreaming target, mobilising €547 million (Rietig, 2021). Complementary to this, in June 
2021, the EP and the Council adopted a regulation establishing a Just Transition Fund, which 
is a pillar of the Just Transition Mechanism, to complement other actions under the 2021-27 
MMF.17 More specifically, the JTM aims at ensuring that the green transition is also just and 
expects to mobilise €150 billion to support the most affected regions.18 

The adoption of the JTM needs to be interpreted considering the potential social unrest that 
green transitions may be faced with at the domestic level –for instance, the one triggered by 
the 2018 yellow vests protest initiated in France in reaction to the increase in fuel taxes. More 
generally, the implementation of financial instruments to move towards climate neutrality is 
currently at a preliminary stage, so its impact on the green transition will be observed in the 
coming years.

3. Europeanisation of Climate Policy in Spain
Once the main contents and instruments of EU climate policy have been identified, this 
section analyses the extent to which Spanish climate policy is affected by and converges 
with EU climate action. To do so, five main policy dimensions are considered: policy priority, 
policy contents, governance system, policy compliance and public attitudes. While some 
key aspects that might be relevant in terms of Europeanisation of climate policy are not 
covered – for instance, how parties, interest groups and NGOs define and upload their 
preferences to the EU (see e.g., Howell, 2004) – the five dimensions selected offer an 
overarching view of the process of Europeanisation. In brief, they provide reflections on the 
extent to which the inclusion of climate policy in the political agenda and the policy shaping 
of climate policy respond to the EU action; whether governance structures on climate action 
have been transformed because of EU climate policy; the extent to which EU climate policy 
is implemented; and the extent to which public attitudes on climate at the national level 
converge with the European level. The data employed includes national government investiture 
speeches, relevant policy documents and legislation, Commission’s data on infringements, 
and Eurobarometer Surveys.

16 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_21_5207

17 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32021R1056

18 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_20_24
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3.1. Policy Priority
This section identifies the inclusion of climate change in the government agenda and the extent 
to which climate policy developments over the last decades are driven by the EU. To address 
these questions, a content analysis of investiture speeches during the 1993-2020 period is 
performed. The study identifies mentions of climate change (and environmental policy) as well as 
references to the EU. This type of document is suitable for the analysis as it does not only reflect 
when climate change was included in the government policy agenda and how climate priorities 
have evolved, but also helps identify whether climate policy is associated with the EU. Given that 
climate policy is narrowly interconnected with environmental policy, the analysis covers both 
issues. Table 4.1 summarises the references to environment and climate change, as well as their 
connection to the EU, made in investiture speeches during the 1993-2020 period.

The fight against climate change at the domestic level took a long time to become a 
political priority, compared with policy developments at the EU level. The idea of "environmental 
adaptation" and its connection to Spanish incorporation to Europe was included in González’s 
speech in 1993. Since then, environmental concerns became more relevant in the government’s 
agenda. In his speech in 1996, Aznar referred to the magnitude of environmental problems and 
related such ideas with the obligations and development of EU policy. His second speech in 
2000 also highlighted the need to invest in the environment for the future, as well as the idea 
of environmental action as a key government action, although these ideas were not explicitly 
related to the EU. References to the environment and sustainable development were mentioned 
by Zapatero’s speech in 2004, although no explicit mention was made to the EU. It was in his 
speech in 2008 when climate change was included in an investiture speech. Moreover, Zapatero’s 
speech stated that the fight against climate change was a component of the pro-European will. 
Further on, climate change was absent from both Rajoy’s investiture speeches (2016 and 2018), 
while it reappeared in Sánchez’s two subsequent ones (2018 and 2020). In the latter, Sánchez 
expressed a commitment with ecological transition and made an explicit reference to the EU.

The upgrading of climate change in the national political agenda seems to be at least partly 
driven by EU policy discourse and developments. More specifically, a trend of Europeanisation 
can be observed: Zapatero’s reference to climate change takes place at the start of the EU policy 
consolidation phase and Sánchez’s discourses occur at the start of the EU strategic turn on 
climate action. Other than this, the evolution of climate as a government policy priority over the 
last years is consistent with a change of role by the Spanish government in the EU arena. In broad 
terms, the Spanish position on EU climate action has evolved from being a passive taker of EU 
policy to playing a front-running role over the last years, especially in terms of integration between 
climate and energy policy (Lanaia, 2021). Illustratively enough, during the years following EU 
accession, Spain was commonly characterised as a "laggard" (e.g., Liefferink et al., 2009) or a 
"foot-dragger" (Börzel, 2002) of environmental policy. For instance, Spain opposed the proposal 
of an EU carbon tax in the early nineties (Lanaia, 2021). In sharp contrast, the country currently 
supports the carbon border mechanism and considers the EU Fit for 55 Package of foremost 
importance for ensuring that the EU meets the new reinforced 55% objective in 2030.19

19 Statement by Spain’s Permanent Representation in the EU on the Fit for 55 Package. Access at: https://es-ue.org/
posiciones/
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On the other hand, policy salience discontinuity along governments since 2008 suggests 
that prioritising climate action is partly influenced by party considerations, with a stronger 
commitment by governments led by the Socialist Party as opposed of those led by the 
Popular Party. This suggests that domestic political considerations mediate the process of 
Europeanisation, as already argued in previous studies (Fernández et al., 2010). 

Table 4.1. Environmental and Climate Change in President’s Investiture Speeches, 1993-2020

Environmental Protection Climate Change
President Government priority EU reference Government priority EU reference
González 
1993 Environmental adaptation Incorporation 

to Europe No mention 

Aznar 
1996

Environmental protection
Magnitude of environmental 
problems 
Key policy

Obligations 
and develop-
ment of EU 
policy

No mention

Aznar 
2000

Investment on environment
Administrative collaboration
Environmental action as 
modernisation and as a key 
government action

Not explicit No mention 

Zapatero 
2004

Complying with  
environmental criteria
Environmental value of water
Sustainable development

Not explicit No mention 

Zapatero
2008

Commitment with environ-
ment Not explicit

Commitment with 
fight against climate 
change
Climate change as a 
threat

Fight against climate 
change as a component 
of pro-European will
Government participa-
tion in EU policy against 
climate change

Rajoy 
2011 Environmental protection Not explicit

No direct mention
Indirectly: envi-
ronmental policy is 
more than defending 
a position on climate 
summits

Rajoy 
2016 No mention No mention

Sánchez 
2018* Environmental challenge Not explicit Energy transition and 

climate change Act
Not explicit on climate 
change

Sánchez 
2020 Environmental protection

Reference to  
the Common 
Agricultural 
Policy

Ecological transition 
Climate emergency 
Energy transition 
and climate change 
Act
Just ecological 
transition

Promoting  
mechanisms  
of CO2 border  
compensation at the EU

*Sánchez’s speech on the successful motion of censure against Rajoy.
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3.2. Policy Contents
The main pillars of the current Spanish climate and energy strategic framework have their 
origins in EU policy initiatives. This framework, as presented by the national government, 
include the National Energy and Climate Plan (NECP), the Climate Act and the Just Transition 
Plan.20 The analysis of state-level policy documents, namely legal acts, allows examining the 
extent to which climate policy contents are Europeanised. Because policy priorities are given to 
mitigation rather than adaptation, the analysis emphasises this dimension of the fight against 
climate change.

3.2.1. National Energy and Climate Plan

As mentioned above, the EU Governance Regulation21 to achieve climate-neutrality objectives 
requires Member States to submit their NECPs to define the strategy to approach the transition 
towards climate neutrality for the period 2021-2030. This section shows that the adoption 
of the Spanish NECPs reflects different Europeanisation dynamics. First, the plan is a clear 
expression of Europeanisation, as explicitly expressed in its first statement indicating that the 
"energy and climate policy framework in Spain is determined by the European Union". Second, 
the plan was submitted in March 2020, following extensive dialogue between the Commission 
and the national government and once the Commission issued recommendations. The plan 
reflects EU mitigation objectives by establishing a 23% reduction of GHG emissions by 2030, 
compared with 1990 levels, and mapping the path towards climate neutrality by 2050. In 
addition, the plan indicates that to the 23% reduction, activities under the EU Emission Trading 
system – affecting around 900 industrial and electricity installations and more than 30 aircraft 
operators in Spain – contribute a 61% reduction compared to 2005 levels.22 

Third, while the plan has resulted from dialogue between national authorities and the EU, a 
clear trend of top-down Europeanisation is reflected in the Commission’s oversight. According 
to the Commission, the country assessment for Spain indicates that the Spanish final NECP 
"largely addresses most of the Commission recommendations".23 In comparative terms, Spain 
is among the 10 Member States that largely addressed the Commission recommendations in 
their NECPs with the remaining 17 (excluding the UK) partially or not addressing them.24 

Fourth, the implementation of the NECP is expected to rely on EU financial opportunities. 
The implementation of reforms leading to decarbonisation and energy objectives established 

20 https://www.miteco.gob.es/eu/transicion-justa/default.aspx

21 Regulation on the governance of the energy union and climate union (EU)2018/1999

22 Integrated National Energy and Climate Plan 2021-2030, 20 January 2020. https://ec.europa.eu/info/energy- 
climate-change-environment/implementation-eu-countries/energy-and-climate-governance-and-repor ting/ 
national-energy-and-climate-plans_en#documents.

23 European Commission, SWD(2020) 908 final, Brussels 14.10.2020, https://ec.europa.eu/info/energy-climate- 
change-environment/implementation-eu-countries/energy-and-climate-governance-and-repor ting/national- 
energy-and-climate-plans_en#documents

24 European Commission (2020). An EU-Wide Assessment of National Energy and Climate Plans. Driving For-
ward the Green Transition and Promoting Economic Recovery through Integrated Energy and Climate Planning.  
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/documents-register/detail?ref=COM(2020)564&lang=en
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by the NECP will receive financial support from the EU, as stipulated by the Spanish Recovery, 
Transformation and Resilience Plan approved by the European Commission in June 2021.25 
The measures contained in the Plan on the ecological transition represent 39.4% of the total 
financial allocation, compared with the minimum 37% required by the EU. 

Finally, Europeanisation based on uploading (Howell, 2004), meaning that national actors 
are involved in the formulation of EU policy, can also be observed. Remarkably, in spring 2020, 
Spain,26 together with France and Germany, put forward proposals for the establishment of 
an EU recovery fund (Vanhercke & Verdun, 2021). The Spanish proposal indicated that the 
repayment of the interest on the debt should rely on new EU taxes, including Border Carbon Tax 
and CO2 emissions.

3.2.2. Climate Change and Energy Transition Act

Following years of discussion and bargaining, the Spanish Parliament adopted the Act on 
climate change and energy transition in May 2021, which is the first climate act adopted 
in Spain.27 A content analysis of this legal act reveals that Spanish climate policy regarding 
policy commitments, objectives and financial instruments is EU-driven. Regarding policy 
commitments, the preamble of the act provides justification of its adoption by aligning with 
the climate warning made by the Commission’s Communication on the EGD and with the EU 
commitment with a strategy for decarbonisation in 2050. Regarding policy objectives, Spain 
commits to reducing 23% of GHG emissions by 2030, compared to 1990 levels, and reaching 
climate neutrality by 2050. Moreover, the act explicitly indicates that such reduction targets 
are consistent with the objectives defined by the European Council (December 10-11, 2020) 
to reduce emissions by at least 55%, compared with 1990 levels, and to achieve EU climate 
neutrality by 2050. Additionally, several other references to EU climate framework — e.g., the 
EGD, the Governance Regulation, Directives on energy efficiency and renewable energy, and 
the EU Multiannual Financial Framework — are made throughout the text. Finally, the Climate 
Act connects the implementation of climate objectives with EU financial opportunities, namely 
those derived from the Spanish Recovery, Transformation and Resilience Plan.

3.2.3. Just Transition Strategy

The Just Transition Strategy (JTS), together with the NECP and the Climate Act, is one of the 
three pillars of the Spanish climate and energy strategy. The JTS is based on the need to 
optimise the green transition in a way that generates more and better jobs, especially in relation 
to coal-mining regions and power plant closures. The Spanish JTS needs to be understood 
in the framework of the EU Just Transition Mechanism (JTM), which is a component of the 

25 The Spanish Recovery, Transformation and Resilience Plan presented by Spain was approved by the European 
Commission in June 2021 and involves 69.5 billion euros in direct transfers and can be extended to 140 billion 
euros (around 11% of Spain’s GDP in 2019) in loans for the following six years, https://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/
lang/en/presidente/news/Paginas/2020/recovery-plan.aspx

26 Spain’s non-paperon a European recovery strategy, 19/4/2020.

27 Ley 7/2021, de 20 de mayo, de cambio climático y transición energética, https://www.boe.es/diario_boe/txt.
php?id=BOE-A-2021-8447
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EGD.28 Its main pillar, the Just Transition Fund, aims to provide support for the reconversion 
of the territories and sectors most affected by the climate transition. For accession to the JTF, 
Member States are required to prepare, with the support of the Commission, territorial just 
transition plans.29 In brief, the third pillar of the Spanish strategy towards the green transition 
needs to be understood in the EU framework on climate action. 

3.3. Governance System
The evolution of the governance system on climate action reflects increasing government 
commitment with the fight against climate change over time. Based on a documentary analysis 
of the legal acts creating and structuring the institutional system on climate policy, the study 
shows that climate governance is largely associated with EU policy developments.

Until the mid-nineties, environmental policy powers at the national level were fragmented 
among several ministries, namely the Ministry of Public Works, Transport and Environment, 
the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, and the Ministry of Industry and Energy. Following 
the creation of the Ministry of Environment in 199630, environmental protection was given 
major recognition as a policy on its own. Within its internal structure, a General Sub-Direction 
was assigned the task of assisting several public administrations on climate change.31 While 
climate change was recognised to be one of the tasks to be undertaken by the ministry, the 
fight against climate change was given a residual weight within the Ministry as it was limited 
to provide advice to other administrations. Beyond, while the RD creating the Ministry made 
several references to the EU, e.g., on water issues or on EU legislation, no reference to the EU 
was made on the climate change issue.

Since the creation of the Ministry of Environment in 1996, several restructurings of the ministry 
reflecting the increasing government priority given to climate policy have been undertaken. 
Namely, the creation of the Ministry of Environment, Rural and Marine Environment32 in 2008 
reflected President Zapatero’s commitment to the fight against climate change. The Ministry 
assumed government policy on climate change, which was mostly assigned to the Secretariat 
of State on Climate Change. As established by the Royal Decree creating the Ministry, both 
mitigation and adaptation tasks assigned to the ministry commonly referred to the EU.

The current institutional structure on climate policy at the national level is consistent with 
government emphasis on the need to fight against climate change and to undertake an ecological 
transition. The creation of a Ministry for Ecological Transition in 2018, and its restructuring into 
the Ministry for the Ecological Transition and Demographic Challenge in 202033, reflected the 

28 https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/information/publications/communications/2021/the-territorial- 
just-transition-plans

29 https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal/finance-and-green-deal/
just-transition-mechanism/just-transition-funding-sources_en#the-just-transition-fund

30 Real Decreto 758/1996, de 5 de mayo, de reestructuración de Departamentos ministeriales

31 Real Decreto 1894/1996, de 2 de agosto, de estructura orgánica básica del Ministerio de Medio Ambiente

32 Real Decreto 432/2008, de 12 de abril, por el que se se crea el Ministerio de Medio Ambiente, Medio rural y Marino

33 Real Decreto 2/2020, de 12 de enero, por el que se reestructuran los departamentos ministeriales



66 Europeanisation of Public Policies in Spain: Opportunities and Challenges

high salience of climate issues in the government agenda. The ministry, whose head is also a 
Vice-President of the national government, is assigned the task of implementing government 
policy on climate change, energy, and environment for a transition towards a more social and 
ecological productive model. The ministry for the first time integrates environment and energy 
policies in a single department (Lanaia, 2021), in line with the EU strategic approach. In addition 
to this, the Royal Decree creating the ministry34 assigns the latter several EU-related tasks, 
namely, the execution, coordination and follow up of EU legislation, the preparation of projects 
potentially financed by EU funds and the preparation of meetings of the Council of the EU. 
Regarding the latter, the new minister sent the EU the message that the government had not only 
the intention to abandon previous vetoes on emission performance, but also to support ambitious 
energy transition positions (Lanaia, 2021). In summary, both tasks assigned to the Ministry as 
well as the ministerial pro-active strategy on EU climate reflect different mechanisms – regulatory 
downloading, issue uploading and financial incentivising – of Europeanisation.

To note, the current task distribution on climate action in a multi-level system is complex and 
far from being clearly defined. In brief, the national administration responsible for establishing 
GHG emission and energy targets, whereas Autonomous Communities are responsible for 
adopting and implementing climate and energy plans. To date, all Autonomous Communities 
have adopted a regional strategy in the fight against climate change for 2030 and even 2050.35 
Regional climate and energy plans are intended to meet mitigation objectives established by 
the national legislation and, in general, to cope with EU and international commitments. At the 
local level, several climate initiatives stand out. First, many of the largest cities have adopted 
strategies to fight against climate change, e.g., Barcelona, Madrid, Valencia, and Zaragoza. 
Second, the Covenant of Majors for Climate and Energy, which is a European initiative launched 
in 2008, currently involves 2,578 Spanish cities (of a total of more than 8,000) having adopted 
the political decision to join.36 Finally, the Spanish Network on Cities for Climate is aimed at 
providing and exchanging knowledge on initiatives to fight against climate change.

3.4. Policy Compliance
Policy compliance of EU climate legislation reflects the extent to which EU climate action 
is effectively translated into practice domestically. Based on previous studies, we examine 
non-compliance records of EU legislation (e.g., Arregui, 2016; Avrami & Sprinz, 2019), taking 
the number of Commission’s infringements of both climate and environmental legislation in the 
Member States as a measure of compliance.37 This indicator reflects a top-down dimension 
of Europeanisation as far as the Commission is empowered to oversee compliance in 

34 Real Decreto 500/2020, de 28 de abril, por el que se desarrolla la estructura orgánica básica del Ministerio para 
la Transición Ecológica y el Reto Demográfico

35 European Commission (2019), Commission Staff Working Document The EU Environmental Implementation Review 
2019. Country Report – SPAIN, SWD(2019) 132 final. 4/4/2019.

36 https://www.covenantofmayors.eu/about/covenant-community/signatories.html. Data published on 23/11/2021.

37 The Commission may launch an infringement procedure under Article 258 TFEU. Infringements may be referred 
to non-communication of national measures of implementation, non-conformity of national law transposing EU 
legislation (e.g partial or incorrect transposition of a Directive) and incorrect application of EU law.
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the Member States and takes decisions aimed to improve implementation. Focusing on 
infringement records also allows identifying variations in national responses to EU policy 
and assessing the case of Spain from a comparative perspective. The analysis covers 
infringements on both climate and environment to assess the former relative to latter and 
to provide a broader view of non-compliance in two narrowly inter-connected policies. It 
must be highlighted that environmental protection was included in the EU political agenda 
in the early seventies, that is, much earlier than climate action, and it is one of the most 
regulated policy areas at the EU level. Data are taken from the Commission’s website and 
cover the 2006-2020 period.38 

As shown in Figure 4.1, Spain is among the countries with highest number of open 
environmental infringements in 2021, with 24 cases compared to an EU average of 13. This 
is consistent with previous research on compliance, indicating that most infringements in 
Spain refer to environmental policy (Arregui, 2016), and with earlier studies on environmental 
compliance characterising the country as a "laggard" (e.g., Liefferink et al., 2009), a "foot-
dragger" (Börzel, 2002), or a country resistant to change because of misfit with EU legislation 
(Falkner et al., 2004). On this background, some recent work argues that the traditional 
response based on blocking or delaying the implementation of environmental policy has 
to a certain extent moved to a more active one, seeking improved compliance with the EU 
framework (Maris & Flouros, 2021). The evolution of the number of environmental infringements 
partially supports this idea. As shown in Figure 4.2, the number of infringements over the 
2007-2021 period has decreased by 43%, compared with a 28% decrease of the EU average. 
Finally, regarding climate in comparison with environment, Figure 4.3 shows the percentage 
of Commission’s infringement cases by countries on both climate and environment, as 
classified by the Commission, for the 2006-2020 period.39 While the data is expressed in 
percentages, it is worth noting that the total count of infringements for EU-28 during the 
period under study is 176 for climate and 3,855 for environment. The data show that Spain’s 
infringement records on environment is markedly above the EU average. In contrast, better 
compliance is observed on climate action, where the number of Commission’s infringements 
launched against Spain is below the EU average. In terms of compliance of climate policy, 
trends of Europeanisation are concretised as Spain non-compliance records approximate (and 
are slightly below) the EU average.

38 https://ec.europa.eu/atwork/applying -eu - law/infringements-proceedings/infringement_decisions/
index.cfm?lang_code=EN&typeOfSearch=false&active_only=0&noncom=2&r_dossier=&decision_date_
from=01%2F01%2F2002&decision_date_to=01%2F02%2F2022&DG=CLIMA&title=&submit=Search

39 Note that Croatia became a member of the EU in 2013
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Figure 4.1. Open environmental infringements, 2021

Source: https://ec.europa.eu/environment/legal/law/statistics.htm

Figure 4.2. Environmental infringements, 2007-2021

Source: own elaboration, based on https://ec.europa.eu/environment/legal/law/statistics.htm
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Figure 4.3. Commission's infringements, 2006-2020 (% by country)

Source: own elaboration, based on https://ec.europa.eu/atwork/applying-eu-law/ 
infringements-proceedings/infringement_decisions/?lang_code=en

3.5. Public Attitudes
The evolution of public attitudes on climate change in Spain have evolved in parallel to those 
at the EU level. To reflect on this, we employ data from the Special Eurobarometer 372, 409, 
435, 490 and 513 on Climate Change, covering the years 2011, 2013, 2015, 2017, 2019 
and 2021, respectively. We take the question QB3: "In your opinion, who within the EU is 
responsible for tackling climate change?", where multiple answers are possible.40 The selection 
of this question allows, for a ten-year period: (1) observing the evolution of Spanish attitudes 
on which stances within the EU are responsible for tackling climate change; (2) calculating 
the difference of percentages of Spanish citizens attributing responsibilities to the national 
government and the EU stances; and (3) observing the extent to which Spanish and EU 27/28 
attitudes tend to converge. Figure 4.2 shows the evolution of Spanish perceptions on attitudes 
on who is responsible for tackling climate change in the EU. 

First, both Spanish and EU 27/28 citizens increasingly attribute responsibilities to both 
national governments and the EU to tackle climate change, reflecting increasing concerns 
on the need to address climate change. Second, the difference between the percentages of 

40 The question takes the following numbers in different EB Series: QD3 in EBS 372, QA3 in EBS 409 and 435, and 
QB3 in SEB 458, 490 and 513
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Spanish citizens attributing responsibilities to the national government and those attributing 
it to the EU is higher by 2015 (10, 17 and 11 percentual points in 2011, 2013 and 2015, 
respectively) and lower from 2017 onwards (0, 7 and 9 percentual points in 2017, 2019 
and 2021). Responsibilities are attributed to both actors in a similar proportion at the end of 
the period. This is possibly explained by the fact that climate change does not necessarily 
reflect pro/anti EU positions but Spanish citizens’ preference for both actors to advance. While 
debatable, a wider degree of Europeanisation can be assumed.

Finally, citizens attitudes on the attribution of responsibilities tend to converge with those 
of the EU 27/28 average after 2015. From 2011 to 2013, 58% of Spanish citizens attributed 
responsibilities to address climate change issues to the national government, compared with the 
41-48% of EU citizens’ average. Such differences are also observed concerning the percentage 
of Spanish citizens assigning responsibility to the EU, moving from 47% to 41% between 2011 
and 2013. The percentage of European citizens is lower compared to the Spanish one and 
increases from 35% to 39%. In 2015, the attribution of responsibilities to any of the two 
stances is the lowest one for both Spanish and EU citizens, which also reflects a start of certain 
attitudinal convergence. From 2017 on, the percentages of both the Spanish and European 
samples almost coincident, with both attributing responsibilities to the national government and 
the EU. Trends of Europeanisation of attitudes are evident: mentions to national government 
responsibilities move from 16 to 4 percentual points between the start and the end of the 
period; and mentions of EU responsibilities, decrease from 12 to 1 percentual points. 

Figure 4.4. Attitudes on responsibilities for tackling climate change: 2011-2021

Source: own, based on data from Special Eurobarometer on Climate Change, 2011-2021.
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4. Conclusions

This chapter addresses the extent to which Spanish climate policy is EU-driven and identifies 
key drivers of Europeanisation. The study shows that Spanish policy against climate change 
is heavily Europeanised. Based on a conceptualisation of Europeanisation as a process of 
construction, diffusion and institutionalisation of policies previously defined at the EU level 
that are then incorporated into domestic institutions, decision-making and policies, we find that 
climate policy is strongly driven by the EU. First, the fight against climate change becomes 
a governmental priority following EU policy developments. Moreover, the inclusion of climate 
change in government discourses since the early 1990s commonly finds justification in EU 
commitments. Furthermore the analysis of investiture speeches over the last three decades 
suggests that domestic political considerations mediate the Europeanisation of the climate 
policy discourse, with left-wing governments giving higher policy priority to climate change 
compared to right-wing governments. Second, national policy objectives and instruments in the 
fight against climate change are mostly driven by the EU. More specifically, the main pillars of 
Spanish climate and energy policy – namely, the National Energy and Climate Plan, the Climate 
Act, and the Just Transition Strategy – have their origins in EU policy initiatives. Complementary 
to this, another trend of Europeanisation is also reflected in the EU financial opportunities to 
implement climate policies domestically in the coming years. Particularly, Spain has welcomed 
the EU approach to implement the EGD based on linking the green transition with the COVID-19 
economic recovery and on conciliating long-term and short-term objectives. Third, the domestic 
governance system on climate is narrowly connected with EU policy developments. As shown, 
legal acts creating and structuring the institutional governance system on climate explicitly 
refer to EU-related tasks, namely, the execution, coordination and follow up of EU legislation, 
the preparation of meetings of the Council of the EU and the preparation of projects potentially 
funded by the EU. Overall, the findings show that the policy discourse, the policy contents, and 
the governance system have been shaped to adapt to EU climate policy developments. 

Europeanisation trends can also be observed in the implementation stage. Taking the 
Commission’s infringements as an indicator, Spanish compliance to climate legislation is better 
than with environmental policy. Regarding the latter, Spain has long been characterised as a 
"laggard" (e.g., Liefferink et al., 2009), a "foot-dragger" (Börzel, 2002), or a country resistant to 
change because of misfit with EU legislation (Falkner et al., 2004). Yet, despite the high number 
of infringement records on environment compared with other Member States, the traditional 
response based on blocking or delaying the implementation of environmental policies has to 
a certain extent been replaced by a more active response, seeking improved compliance with 
the EU framework (Maris and Flouros, 2021). This trend is observed better in climate action, 
where the number of Commission’s infringements launched against Spain approaches the EU 
average. While the factors accounting for such are manyfold, a better policy performance on 
climate may be motivated by an increasing saliency of the issue for the national government 
and for citizens in general, the government’s will to leave behind the recurrent image of poor 
compliance (Börzel, 2002; Knill & Lenschow, 2005) coupled with a long-term process of policy 
convergence (Knill & Lenschow, 2005), and government’s pro-Europeanist commitment and aim 
to gain weight in EU decision-making. 
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From a conceptual perspective, two Europeanisation dynamics stand out. On the one hand, 
climate policy developments reflect that regulatory and, more recently, financial downloading 
are key mechanisms of Europeanisation. They reveal that the definition of climate priorities, 
the shaping and implementation of policy contents and instruments, and, to a certain extent, 
the framing of the governance system are widely attributable to the EU influence. Moreover, 
domestic policy developments on climate are increasingly overseen by the EU, even more so 
in the context of the implementation of the EU recovery plans. As a trade-off, the EU approach 
to the crisis recovery is also seen by national authorities as an opportunity to link the green 
transition with the COVID-19 economic recovery. Notably, a high degree of EU penetration of 
domestic climate policy does not prevent domestically driven policy developments to occur. 
Yet, it is clear that the foundations of Spanish climate policy are heavily attributable to and 
incentivised by the EU. 

Finally, and complementarily to the above-described top-down dynamics, the Europeanisation 
of public attitudes and uploading can also be observed. On the one hand, attitudinal gaps 
between Spanish citizens and EU citizens in general on the attribution of responsibilities on 
climate change are increasingly narrowed and, as a result, Europeanised. In brief, Spanish 
attitudes on who within the EU is responsible for tackling climate change have evolved 
alongside the EU and tend to converge with those of EU citizens. On the other hand, the 
Spanish government has recently attempted to align and even lead EU climate action, by 
putting forward and supporting the adoption of an ambitious EU recovery plan, providing support 
for the creation of an EU Border Carbon Tax and a CO2 emission tax, and, on more specific 
grounds, bringing climate-sensitive issues – namely forest fires, extreme floods, bioidversity 
loss, droughts and soil desertification – to the EU climate policy agenda. Future research would 
benefit from systematically analysing the bottom-up dimension of Europeanisation of climate 
action, focusing on the strategies employed by domestic public and non-public actors to access 
and influence EU policymaking. In addition, the study of how the economic, environmental, 
and social dimensions of the EGD are accommodated in the coming years, and in which ways 
the potential social reaction to the implementation of the green transition is addressed at 
both the EU and the domestic level, may improve our knowledge of Europeanisation and the 
transformative reach of the green transition.
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An Outstanding Student? 
Europeanisation and Social Protection 

in Spain
SERGIO GONZÁLEZ BEGEGA AND ANA M. GUILLÉN

1. Introduction

Spain has been an enthusiastic supporter of advancing integration of social protection and 
employment policies since its accession to the European Union (EU) in 1986. Europe has been 
a driving force behind the transformation of the Spanish welfare political economy (Rodríguez 
Cabrero, 2011). The effort to catch up with European employment standards has also resulted 
in the formal adoption of EU recommendations in labour activation policies and increased female 
participation in the labour market (Moreno, 2013). Overall, successfully converging into the EU 
has been an aspiration for political elites and the public after decades of political isolation and 
institutional backwardness (Guillén, 2007). The account of welfare development in Spain in the 
last four decades must be considered in the light of the Europeanisation of social protection 
and employment policies.

This chapter focuses on continuity and change in EU influence within welfare transformation 
in Spain in the past 40 years. Four main social policy areas are considered: pensions, including 
old age, survivors, and disability insurance; employment protection schemes, including active 
labour policies; family policies and long-term care; and social exclusion and minimum income 
schemes (MIS). Emphasis is made on the orientation of reform and its subsequent policy 
outputs. Although closely connected to social policy developments, and conventionally a social 
policy area on its own, Europeanisation of health care is addressed separately in Chapter 12 
of this volume.

With a lagged, although idiosyncratic welfare expansion path which stepped up since the 
1980s, the Spanish social protection system exhibits a hybrid form, embracing elements from 
all the three worlds of European welfare (Ferrera, 1996). Catching up with Europe consisted in 
times of optimism and frustration. Welfare state consolidation in Spain has been accomplished 
at a faster pace than in other core EU countries, while coping with new social risks, such 
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as an ageing population and post-industrialisation, under strong cost containment constraints 
(Guillén y González Begega 2019). Nevertheless, the recalibration of social spending towards 
social investment since the late 1990s shows that Spain was also able to overcome decades 
of being a passive recipient of EU influence and become a policy innovator in welfare, at least 
until the Great Recession (Luque Balbona & Guillén, 2021).

The research question asks whether this wholehearted adoption of EU social protection 
and employment paradigms by domestic actors has shaped policy outcomes. Europe is an 
agent for institutional change, but it is yet to be determined how it has permeated domestic 
policymaking below the surface. Moreover, the usage of EU legal and financial instruments 
and cognitive resources, such as lexicon, indicators, and other symbolic assets, is of interest. 
The methodology is qualitative, including policy tracing and document analysis. This chapter 
presents a theoretically informed case study. Neo-institutionalism is explored as a background 
for explaining welfare continuity and change.

The chapter is structured as follows. Subsequent to the introduction, section 2 presents 
Europeanisation as a crucial concept to enable exploration of EU influence and policy transfer. It 
then outlines the main parameters of European welfare, drawing particular attention to the EU’s 
contribution to shaping domestic policymaking initiatives in the four above-mentioned social 
policy areas. Thereafter, the chapter takes a historical approach to address how EU policy and 
legislation have contributed to shaping the long-run establishment of the Spanish welfare state. 
Section 3 examines pre-accession developments in social policy, which correspond to the early 
expansion of social policy programmes between 1975-85. Section 4 identifies three stages of 
Spain’s membership after 1986, whose turning points broadly correspond to the primary social 
policy paradigm shifts at the EU level. Phase one reviews the mid-1980s to the late 1990s, 
during the so-called Maastricht Era; phase two examines the 2000s, with the launching of the 
Lisbon Strategy; and phase three relates to austerity and post-austerity during the 2010s, with 
the institutionalisation of the European Semester and its impact on social policy formulation.

The chapter closes with a short overview of the most recent progress in EU social policy 
under the pandemic. The concluding remarks stress that welfare developments in Spain have 
been largely influenced by EU social policy, and overall, this influence has been positive. Over 
time, the EU has contributed to the modernisation of Spanish social policy. At the same time, 
Spain has also become a policy innovator in welfare. The conclusion reflects on this mutual 
influence and considers prospects of social policy under the pandemic.

2. EU Social Policy and the Europeanisation of Domestic Welfare 
States – A Brief Background

Europeanisation is a fundamental concept permitting the examination of EU influence over 
domestic policy making in most if not all public policy sectors. However, as it concerns 
social policy, there are at least three points to be made. Firstly, social policy was not an EU 
competence in the view of the founding fathers. Although Schuman and Monnet’s envisioning 
of an integrated Europe was imbued with values of equality and social cohesion, as in the 
European Social Charter of 1961, social policy fell exclusively within the remit of Member States 
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(MS) for decades. The idea of an EU with responsibility over welfare policies emerged very slowly, 
occasionally at the behest of national governments, but more often under the impetus of the 
European Commission (EC) and some interest groups, namely trade unions. The founding upon 
which this slow political process has taken place is the shared values of collective solidary that 
enabled the establishment of the contemporary systems of social protection in the 20th century. 
The welfare state is, in substance, a European artefact which allowed for the procurement 
of the resources and services to guarantee equality of opportunities and promote the social 
well-being of citizens. Despite the variety of institutional forms and national expressions, the 
Europeanisation of social policies is based on this common ground.

Secondly, the Europeanisation of domestic social policy has advanced mainly through 
jointly agreed guidelines and policy recommendations, rather than enforcement of EU rules 
and regulations. This does not imply that hard law has not been present. EU legislation and the 
rulings by the European Court of Justice, both binding to all MS’ authorities, are also constituents 
of the mechanism responsible for the Europeanisation of social policy. It only stresses that EU 
social policy should be interpreted as a negotiated order. As indicated by Moreno and Palier 
(2005), the unfolding of governance structures at the European level takes place through the 
interactions between actors and policy networks that are no more confined to the national 
level. As a multi-layered political framework, the EU is an aggregate of policy processes, and 
Europeanisation implies not only that policies are to be shaped by considerations beyond 
the centrality of EU institutions and their interaction with MS, but also that results cannot be 
achieved merely through command-and-control policy provision. EU rules and regulations can 
only be achieved and accommodated by considering the diversity of national trajectories and 
traditions, which is particularly high a true mosaic in the case of welfare. Most social policy 
remits can only be progressed through a combination of hard and soft law approaches. Of 
course, Europeanisation means influence on domestic social policy through EU legislation, 
rulings or funding, and shared learning, such as peer evaluation and common definition of goals 
and procedures. This also enables national influence on EU social policy from below.

Thirdly, Europeanisation entails the interweaving of different political domains. The scope 
of social policy examined in this chapter emanates primarily from Directorate General (DG) 
V of the EC, responsible for employment policies, social affairs and social exclusion. DG V is 
surrounded by a constellation of interest groups, arranged around formal social dialogue and 
other means of political influence. Other directorates concerned with health and food safety, 
gender and equality issues, economic and financial affairs, taxation or even climate change 
can also influence social policy, although indirectly. Diverse institutional processes support 
the formation of EU social policy, directly financed through EU structural funds, namely the 
European Social Fund. Core governance functions are performed under the Open Method of 
Coordination (OMC) of employment and social policy, a form of EU policymaking which leads 
to non-binding legislative measures. Launched in 2013, the Social Investment Package (SIP) 
coordinates and orientates the efforts of national members in several key policy areas, including 
education, healthcare, labour activation and social protection. The Social Protection Committee 
(SPC) and the European Social Policy Network (ESPN) support the Council and the EC in 
monitoring progress towards EU social policy objectives, as defined in the SIP. Since 2014, the 
European Semester has incorporated social policy objectives to the macro-economic and fiscal 



78 Europeanisation of Public Policies in Spain: Opportunities and Challenges

policy targets of the EU. Established in 2017, the European Social Pillar aims to emphasise 
social objectives and enhance democratisation of this policy coordination mechanism (Zeitlin 
& Vanhercke, 2018).

The concept of Europeanisation allows us to examine how domestic policy change can 
be triggered by EU integration and suggest such influence occurs through different causal 
processes (van Vliet & Koster, 2011). Yet, the crowd-pleasing use of Europeanisation in varied 
situations can easily blur its substantive meaning. The concept refers to the de iure transfer 
of political power from the national to the EU level. But besides this static conceptualisation, it 
also can be interpreted as a process by which political power is de facto pooled and shared by 
MS and EU institutions (Börzel, 2002). As indicated by Featherstone (2003), Europeanisation 
is, in a maximalist sense, a process of structural change leading to confluence around those 
attributes that predominate in, or are closely identified with, Europe. Minimally, Europeanisation 
involves MS’ responses to the policies of the EU. The chapter adopts this minimalist approach. 
It focuses on the impact of Europeanisation on Spanish social policy. This refers not only to 
EU-induced institutional change, but also to other concurrent factors also affecting domestic 
policymaking. For instance, more comprehensive social spending decisions have been 
influenced by the broader EU political economy context. In the case of Spain, the convergence 
criteria to join the Economic and Monetary Union (EMU) in the 1990s or the politics of austerity 
in the early 2010s have promoted cost-containment of social expenditure over time.

The impact of Europeanisation on Spanish social policy has been shaped by the macro 
dimension of EU politics. Key projects such as the Common Market or the EMU have had an 
enduring impact on how MS define their priorities in social protection and how social policy 
measures are designed and implemented. The political economy of the EU influences the 
coordination of economic, fiscal and social policies, and determines how EU and domestic 
policies interact. A great deal of EU influence on national social policy is contextual. It can have 
a positive impact on social policy, principally by encouraging economic growth, job creation and 
revenues to fund social expenditure; whether such outcomes are distributed fairly is a concern 
for national politics. However, crucial fault-lines in the architecture of the EMU have also had 
negative impacts on Spanish social policy. The low-interest rate regime of the Eurozone has 
been detrimental to the Spanish economy in the long term. More precise than the “living-
beyond-our-means” discourse, this explains how the boom and bust cycle of the 2000s led 
to economic recession, harsh austerity and welfare rescaling at the beginning of the next 
decade (Buendía, 2020).

Other EU influences are more immediate. The rule of the EU in areas of social protection is 
bound to adopt directives setting minimum requirements for MS, as defined in article 153 TFEU 
(former article 137 TEC). But even with this diminished role, EU legislation has been decisive 
in expanding new social policy areas in the Spanish welfare system, namely work-life balance 
and long-term care. EU competences on employment issues are also restricted to encouraging 
collaboration between MS, and explicitly exclude harmonisation, according to article 149 TFEU. 
Yet, the European Employment Strategy (EES) has been promoting the coordination of labour 
market policies since 1997 and has also contributed to the shift towards activation and social 
investment, bringing in a gender equality approach to employment issues as well. Poverty 
and social inclusion have also been incorporated into EU social policy core competencies. The 
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monitoring of national progress towards the poverty target established in the Lisbon 2020 
Strategy has encountered resistance in some MS, but not in Spain. EU funding through cohesion 
programmes has been fundamental to developing this social policy area. The recent adoption 
of a national MIS in Spain is in coherence with the overall effort of the EU to combat social 
exclusion through income support schemes and, more specifically, with the recommendations 
of the EC on active inclusion and decent life. Another decisive pull factor for the Europeanisation of 
social inclusion policies was the adoption of the AROPE index to conceptualise and measure 
objective poverty across the EU. Spain has also made spirited use of this and other equivalent 
EU cognitive resources regarding labour activation policies. Sections 3 and 4 focus on the 
routes of EU influence over domestic social policy in Spain. 

3. Pre-accession Developments in Spanish Social Policy

Was Europe influential in establishing the Spanish social protection system after the 
transition to democracy? And, if so, how can we estimate this influence? Naturally, there was 
no Europeanisation of domestic social policy stricto sensu. Firstly, Spain did not join the 
European Economic Community (EEC) until 1986, when the foundations were already laid for 
the contemporary Spanish welfare state. And secondly, at the time, European integration lacked the 
essential political dimension that enabled it to move beyond the mere creation of a common 
market of goods and services. It was not until the late 1980s, when Spain was already a MS, 
that the first Community social policy initiatives were launched by an enthusiastic Jacques 
Delors’ EC (Dodo, 2014). 

The above-mentioned arguments do not imply that Europe is irrelevant in explaining the early 
unfolding of the Spanish welfare state from 1975-1985. According to Rodríguez Cabrero (2011), 
this period was marked by a sharp rise in social spending on pensions and unemployment 
benefits and an accelerated widening of health and education cover to the point of universality. 
In contrast to other public policy sectors, there was no social policy conditionality to become 
an ECC member state. However, the Spanish governments in this period took other Western 
European countries as a reference point to inform their decisions regarding welfare. Although 
indirectly, the European context was decisive to the fine-tuning of Spain’s social protection and 
employment policies to the patterns of other ECC countries (Moreno & Serrano, 2010).

In the Spanish case, critics have noted that economic convergence with Europe was 
accomplished to the detriment of social convergence (Navarro, 2006). Consequently, welfare 
state institutionalisation has been delayed and constrained (Rodríguez Cabrero, 2008). On the 
other hand, the decade from 1975 to 1985 witnessed a rapid increase in social spending. Even 
against a background of economic crisis with the appearance of a budget deficit which peaked 
at 5.8% of GDP in 1985, social spending as a percentage of GDP grew steadily. According to 
Espuelas Barroso (2013), social spending was 11.4% of GDP in 1975, well below the European 
average, which was 19.6%. In 1985, the gap was nearly closed. The Spanish social expenditure 
had escalated to 18.8% of GDP, while the European average was 21.4%. This impressive effort 
was due to the fiscal reforms of the late 1970s, which broadened the tax basis and included 
significant changes in welfare financing. After the fiscal reform of 1977, a shift took place in 
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financing social protection from social contributions to general taxation of all incomes, namely 
personal income tax (PIT). Total state revenues grew from 23.6% of GDP in 1974 to 35.8% in 
1985, representing an average annual growth of 1% (De Castro & Hernández de Cos, 2002).

Moreover, economic and social changes during the decade 1975-85 in Spain were in line with 
those taking place in other Western European countries. The end of the Fordist period increased 
financial pressure on the Spanish social security system, established in the 1960s along the 
lines of a traditional Bismarckian logic, with tight contribution-related benefits in old-age pensions 
and unemployment schemes and almost no effect on redistribution. Alongside the first symptoms 
of an ageing population, the restructuring of entire manufacturing sectors led to a strained social 
insurance budget similar to that experienced by other contributory systems in Europe. Other 
major societal changes, such as women’s massive entry into paid employment, also gained 
momentum, thus causing the appearance of fissures in the familist care model. 

By the mid-1980s, Spain was still going through a compressed transition from industrial to 
post-industrial socio-economic structures. The expansion of the Spanish welfare state evolved 
away from the institutions and social protection policies set in place during late Francoism, 
although the new democratic policymakers made a noticeable effort to generalise welfare 
entitlements and start moving away from the principle of income maintenance. Healthcare 
was separated from the social security sphere and extended to the point of universalisation. 
The early years of the decade also witnessed a piecemeal establishment of a safety net of 
non-contributory income support schemes. The first non-contributory old-age pension benefit 
was introduced in 1982. Two years later, an unemployment subsidy not based on previous 
contributions was also set in place. Although the rationalisation of the pay-as-you-go pension 
system took place later, which is connected to the Europeanisation of Spanish social policy, 
a first attempt to contain pension expenditure was made just before accession to the ECC. 
Law 26/1985 enlarged the minimum contributory period and reduced the replacement rate by 
introducing more salaried years into the formula to calculate the initial benefit at retirement age 
(Guillén, Álvarez & Adào e Silva, 2003). 

Already in 1986, the Spanish social protection system had assimilated elements of the 
three worlds of Western European welfare capitalism. Notwithstanding the financial effort 
behind the extension of social entitlements, the generosity and protective capacity of welfare 
benefits still fell below those of other MS. Likewise, women continued to play a central role in 
providing well-being – as caretakers – and there were other missing or strongly underdeveloped 
social policy areas, namely social exclusion programmes and anti-poverty schemes (Moreno & 
Serrano, 2010).

4. Europeanisation and Spanish Welfare. Catching Up, 
Contributing and Losing the Trail

Spain joined the EEC with a social protection expenditure as a percentage of GDP, roughly 
three-quarters of the MS average (Espuelas Barroso, 2013). The gap was considerably wider if 
measured as social expenditure per capita in purchasing power standards. While the Spanish 
GDP per capita was 69.7% of the ECC-12 average, the per capita expenditure on social protection 
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amounted only to 54.35%, with almost no increase since 1980 (Guillén, Álvarez & Adào e Silva, 
2003). In 2019, expenditure on social protection benefits in Spain was 23.7% of GDP. The 
EU-28 and Euro area averages were 26.9% and 27.1%, respectively. The Spanish per capita 
expenditure on social protection was 65.1% of the corresponding EU-28 average and 63.1% of 
the Euro area.1

It is a simplification to say that the nexus between European and Spanish social policies 
can be explained as an effort to bridge this gap in social expenditure, although this issue is not 
minor. As with other public policy sectors, the assimilation of European influence by domestic 
policymakers has been of fundamental importance to facilitate institutional change. Therefore, 
since 1986 the shifts in the integration project as a whole have left a distinctive impression 
on Spanish welfare. The following sections identify three stages of social policy developments 
in Spain. The turning points between these stages mainly correspond to the main social policy 
paradigm turns at the EU level.

Phase 1 – 1986 to the late 1990s. Welfare Consolidation and Catching  
Up with Europe During the Maastricht Era
Shortly before joining the EEC, Spain made fundamental domestic social policy changes in 
pensions and unemployment (also in healthcare) to modernise its social security system, and 
further adjustments were made after membership was achieved. This led to a refurbishing 
of the Spanish culture of policy administration and implementation and important advances 
in social policy, based on the idea that extended welfare coverage contributes to lowering 
inequalities and promoting female access to employment. The period saw the realisation of the 
material and cognitive Europeanisation of Spanish social policies. 

The ECC funds and programmes of regional cohesion allowed important levels of social 
financing in Spain immediately after accession, with the total amount of European financial 
transfers above €15.3 billion until 1992. Spain received €76.1 billion more until the end 
of the decade, after the launching of the European Cohesion Fund, for which the country 
continued to be eligible until 2014.2 The EU financing had a substantial impact on Spain’s 
economic and social integration. Spain was the beneficiary of nearly one-quarter of the 
total budget implemented through the structural and cohesion funds until the late 1990s 
and continued to be a primary recipient of European subsidies beyond this period of time 
(Forte-Campos & Rojas, 2021). EU funding contributed to shaping new social policy areas, 
namely social services and gender equality. It gave a push to the modernisation of public 
employment agencies, although the paradigm shift to labour market activation corresponds 
to the next phase of policy development. Spanish bureaucrats rapidly adapted to fully grasp 
the potential of European financing. 

1 Own calculations. Eurostat. Expenditure main results. Online data code: SPR_EXP_SUM. Retrieved 30/11/2021.

2 Own calculations. State Treasury. Ministry of Economic Affairs and Digital Transformation. Financial flows with 
the EU. Retrieved 07/12/2021.
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It can be argued that over-reliance on EU financial resources was detrimental to the 
foundations of welfare expansion in Spain. According to Navarro (2006), EU funding may well 
have been a cause behind the perpetuation of structural weaknesses in the Spanish welfare 
system, namely the biased development between old and new social policy areas. The 
availability of Brussels’ financial resources prevented hard fiscal choices. The governments of 
the period did not consider raising their revenue to cope with the growing costs of social security 
and investment in new welfare programmes. When budgetary pressures were felt due to the 
1992-94 economic crisis, and after in securing accession to the EMU, the fiscal policy focused 
primarily on the expenditure side of public finance. Thus, Spain joining the ECC set the seal on 
the consolidation of the welfare system within a framework that embraced both expansion of 
social protection and ongoing rationalisation (Moreno & Rodríguez Cabrero, 2007).

In this first phase, the Europeanisation of domestic social policy was not only based on 
funding and material availability. Through policy norms and goals, the European impact on 
poverty and employment policies and gender equality was more than significant. From the 
mid-1980s to the late 1990s, European integration gained political ground. The period, which 
includes the Treaty of Maastricht and the preparation for the EMU, meant a substantial change 
in the EU vision for social policy. The EU Charter of Fundamental Social Rights, presented by 
Delors’ EC in 1989, paved the way for developing the social dimension of the internal market. 
In 1992, with the signing of the Treaty of Maastricht, the Charter was added as the Social 
Chapter of the new political entity, the EU. The areas of social policy regulation included in the 
Treaty henceforth included: health and safety, gender equality, collective bargaining, social 
security, social exclusion, and the right of employees to participate in the management of 
the companies (Dodo, 2014). The EC White Paper on Social Policy, adopted in 1994, put 
forward specific proposals on these issues. The most prominent feature of the period was the 
emphasis placed on specific social goals and targets, such as eliminating social exclusion and 
promoting higher levels of female employment. 

Most Spanish social policy initiatives of the period mirrored or were indirectly conditioned 
by developments at the EU level. The Europeanisation of Spanish social policy from 1986 to 
the late 1990s ran in parallel to other endogenous political processes, namely the devolution 
of welfare competencies to the regional and local administration. Europeanisation and 
decentralisation are, along with ongoing cost containment, the chief rationales behind the 
institutional development of the Spanish welfare state (Rodríguez Cabrero, 2010).

Social exclusion policies are a good example of how the rich EU cognitive infrastructure 
established at the time combines with Spanish internal political processes. Alongside the far-
reaching changes associated with the EU Treaties were other more factual initiatives such as 
the Poverty 2 and 3 policy programmes, which decisively contributed to the establishment 
of an EU general anti-poverty institutional framework. 1989 was a landmark year for social 
exclusion policies at the European level. The Council adopted a resolution on combating poverty 
which stimulated a multi-dimensional conceptualisation of the phenomenon. The new cognitive 
approach to poverty was backed in the early 1990s with the refinement of data gathering 
tools. The launching of the ECHP survey, a forerunner of the EU Statistics on Income and 
Living Conditions (EU-SILC), provided reliable estimates of the extent of poverty in Europe and 
nurtured the debate on how to measure social exclusion. In 1992, an EC recommendation on 
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common criteria concerning sufficient resources and social assistance provided guidelines to 
accompany the establishment of MIS within national welfare systems. 

All these EU policy initiatives coincided with the transformation of the Spanish social 
assistance infrastructure into a modern decentralised social service system. The task was 
carried out by regional and local administrations. The pioneering Basque model of MIS, 
established as early as 1989, was the spearhead of a burgeoning renovation of social services 
and assistance benefits, for which the EU lexicon and resources were used intensively (Arriba 
& Moreno, 2005). Concerning work-life balance, the period saw the implementation of the 1996 
Directive on parental leave.

The social security system was also affected by measures tackling welfare gaps and 
extending benefits. Although the Europeanisation process did not directly induce these, their 
connection with the transformation of social protection in other MS during the 1990s is beyond 
doubt. The 1990 Act on non–contributory pensions de facto universalised old-age pensions and 
guaranteed benefits for those unable to work due to disability. This was accompanied in 1992 
with a reform of unemployment benefits which tightened the elegibility criteria and diminished 
the level of protection. The social contestation of labour market reforms, with three general 
strikes called between 1988-94, contrasts with the broad consensus reached around pensions. 
The so-called Toledo Pact reached in 1995 anticipated other rationalisation measures regarding 
the social security system. 

Phase 2 – 1999 to 2010. Policy Coordination and Welfare Recalibration 
Under the Lisbon Strategy
The Treaty of Amsterdam entered into force in 1999, and brought forward important novelties 
for the European social model under construction. Chief among them was the inclusion of a 
chapter on social policy and employment to replace the Maastricht Protocol of Social Policy. 
In a nutshell, with the Amsterdam Treaty the EU shifted its focus from anti-poverty policies 
and programmes to combating of social exclusion through employment creation – or “jobs, 
jobs, jobs” – as it was vividly expressed in a well-known report issued in 2003 by the Kok’s 
Employment Taskforce. Overall, EU policies experienced a pronounced shift at the turn of the 
decade from the social democratic approach of the 1990s to the pro-market rationale of the 
Lisbon Growth and Competitiveness Strategy. The shift occurred at the turn of the decade and 
was consolidated with the appointment of Barroso’s EC in 2004. 

Regarding the procedures to attain the goals of reducing poverty and fostering job 
creation, the EU moved away from harmonisation of national policies to a greater reliance 
on coordination and technocratic support (Barnard, 2012). The landmark in this turn to soft 
law was the launchment of the European Employment Strategy (EES) at the Luxembourg Job 
Summit in 1997, to coordinate labour market policies at the European level. The EES was 
based on a new governance mechanism, the so-called Open Method of Coordination (OMC). 
The OMC was scheduled as a periodic policy formulation and implementation process, with 
common objectives, peer review and best practice development for each round of shared 
policymaking. The mechanism worked on a two-year basis by jointly establishing EU level 
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policy targets and indicators, requesting the elaboration of national action plans by MS, 
and then monitoring progress through peer review. 

In a short time, the soft governance approach of the EES was adopted in several social policy 
areas, namely work-life balance, long-term care, and poverty policies. The European Council 
launched a Social Inclusion Strategy in 2000, as a part of the Lisbon Strategy, intending to 
have a meaningful impact on social exclusion by the end of the decade. This resulted in the 
first round of National Action Plans against Poverty (NAPS) for 2001-03. The policy process 
behind the elaboration of NAPS helped consolidate the key concepts of regular reporting, 
target achievement monitoring and technical feedback. External consultants and scholars were 
brought into the policy formulation process through EU networks of independent experts on 
social inclusion.

With the entry into force of the Treaty of Nice in 2003, the EU had already acquired great 
responsibility in the social policy area. Nevertheless, the attempt to align economic growth 
and social objectives, emphasising the individual right to self-development and employment, 
had solid depoliticising effects (Hansen & Triantafillou, 2011). The liberal shift of the EC and 
the adoption of the OMC in employment and social policies resulted in a broadening, but not 
into a net intensification, of the European social model (Pochet, 2019). This was perhaps valid 
enough for pushing EU social policy issues forward during the 2000s, under conditions of safe 
economic growth and stable fiscal performance in most MS. However, the rationale behind the 
Lisbon Strategy showed its limitations soon after the turn of the decade, with the effects of the 
Great Recession and the political choice to austerity.

Spain went through a period of intense economic growth between 1996 and 2008. The 
GDP annual growth rate peaked at 5.4% in 2000, and the average growth for the period was 
roughly 3.5%.3 Important changes in the labour market accompanied the economic expansion. 
It is estimated that by the years 2000-2008, Spain received more than 7 million immigrants. 
In addition to the influx of immigrant workers, the period also saw the acceleration of female 
entry into the labour market. The female employment rate in Spain was 32.8% in 1996, almost 
twenty points below the EU-15 average. By the end of the period, in 2008, it had grown to 
55.4%. This was close to the Lisbon Strategy objective: to increase the employment rate for 
women to 60% by 2010.

Critics argue that the Spanish governments from 1996 to 2008 did not use the solid fiscal 
surplus of the period to close the gap in social expenditure with the EU. On the contrary, 
social spending was restrained, the levels of protection were reduced, and there were changes 
towards selective outsourcing of non-essential services in the public welfare system (Muñoz 
del Bustillo & Antón, 2015). Like in other EU MS, the development of social policy in Spain in 
the 2000s was characterised by an ongoing readjustment. The tensions between a protecting 
and an investing social policy approach (or between protection and activation) were noticeable, 
for instance, in the effort to balance the social security budget, and the investment into new 
areas of social protection, namely family-life balance and long-term care. The progressive 
universalisation of social welfare services was equally important.

3 Own calculations. Eurostat. Real GDP growth rate – volume.  Expenditure main results. Online data code: 
TEC00115. Retrieved 30/11/2021.
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The first piece of this welfare recalibration effort was the renewal of the Toledo Pact in 
2003, then followed by the 2007 Law on Social Security. Both the political agreement and 
the legislation incorporate policy recommendations stemming from the EU level and the OMC 
rounds, although tailored to the needs of the Spanish pension system. These emphasised 
the prevention of early labour market exit by disincentivising early retirement. The 2007 law 
raised the minimum early retirement age and the minimum contribution period for eligilibility 
of an early retirement pension. The second recalibration pull factor regarding the social 
security system was labour market activation. Incentivising job search became a constituent 
part of the protection facilitated to the unemployed in Spain since the late 1990s. The turn 
to activation implied the reduction of contributory unemployment benefits coupled with the 
introduction of new assistance schemes, namely the Active Insertion Income established in 
2000. The combination of passive and active unemployment policies illustrates the growing 
Europeanisation of the labour market and social protection policymaking in Spain during the 
2000s, through soft law mechanisms and mutual learning (Rodríguez Cabrero, 2010). 

The extension of unemployment protection to vulnerable groups was accompanied by other 
social policy measures, aimed at encouraging female participation in the labour market. These 
included adopting a range of EU initiatives on work-family balance, starting with the transposition 
of the 1996 Directive on parental leave. The establishment of the Spanish long-term care 
system was another critical social policy initiative with an indirect impact on women activation 
strategies. The 2006 Dependancy Law was in line with the legislation adopted in other MS to 
better balance the coverage of new social risks associated with the ageing population and the 
need to curb social spending. The introduction of funding schemes intended to foster caregiving 
through family networks was a means of encouraging informal female caretakers to enter the 
labour market. In the 2000s, Spain was not a mere recipient of the EU influence, but also a 
contributor and a policy innovator (Guillén, 2007).

Phase 3 – 2010s. The Long and Windy Road. Policy Conditionality  
and Domestic Welfare Change in Austerity Times and Beyond
The years after the Great Recession are characterised by strong contradictions between 
the ambitious social objectives established in the 2009 Lisbon Treaty, and the de facto 
possibility to attain them by several MS, including Spain. Article 9 of the Treaty states that 
social policy is a domain of shared competence between the EU and national governments. 
The promotion of a high level of employment, the guarantee of adequate social protection 
and the fight against social exclusion are mentioned explicitly as policy goals for which the 
EU level of government plays a substantive role. MS retains veto power in social security, 
protection of dismissed workers and anti-discrimination policies, among other areas. But 
even in these social policy sub-sectors, the EU has a secondary competence to support the 
initiatives taken domestically.

EU social policy received an important push with the 2008 EC Recommendation of Active 
Inclusion. Arguably, this policy document suggested a drift away from the work-first form 
of activation implicit in the more market-oriented interpretations of the EES, and a focus on 
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supporting working-age people in a situation of social exclusion to move towards sustainable 
quality employment. The Great Recession, however, bared the fault lines of this approach. The 
spreading of the Eurozone public debt crisis after 2010 brought core-periphery disparities and 
imbalances to light (González Begega & Guillén, 2022). The austerity measures implemented 
to restore debt sustainability and macroeconomic performance under the auspices of the EU 
institutions revealed to be harmful. They openly and negatively impacted domestic social policy 
in the PIIGS countries, including Spain.

The austerity rhetoric also permeated deeply in core EU countries. The emphasis on 
addressing budget deficit only from the expenditure side, within a context of declining GDP 
and diminished revenue, had varied effects on social policy. Austerity abided in the political 
relations of welfare by placing the social budget under conditions of permanent strain, even 
after its related measures have ceased (Pavolini et al., 2015). Other indirect effects of welfare 
retrenchment under austerity have been inducing higher intensity of social dumping among 
MS and normalising structural subordination of social policy to macroeconomic objectives in 
the European Semester (Zeitlin & Vanhercke, 2018). An important legacy of EU austerity is 
seen through deeper economic and fiscal policy coordination. The European Semester is an 
annual cycle of policy analysis and recommendations between the EC and the MS, allowing for 
alignment of domestic policymaking to a set of EU budgetary, growth and employment policy 
targets under a common time-based framework. However, the contribution of the European 
Semester to the consecution of the social principles established in the Lisbon Treaty is under 
question. Critics argue that the EU was blind to the social impact of austerity during the 2010s, 
with the consequences of fulfilling the neoliberal desire to shrink the social welfare state and 
reducing political capacity for change (Irving, 2021). 

The EU social policy response to the economic crisis included the launching of the SIP in 
2013, and other programmes and funding schemes integrated in the Horizon 2020 Strategy, 
namely the European Youth Employment Guarantee and the Fund for European Aid to the Most 
Deprived (FEAD). The EU presented the SIP as a new paradigm for guiding welfare state reform 
and adaptation to the new social risks associated with post-industrialism. The prevalent logic is 
preparing people to integrate the market rather than passively protecting them from its perils. 
The focus on ex ante prevention has been criticised for its limited potential for providing social 
cohesion and reducing poverty (Luque & Guillén, 2021). Other authors suggest that the SIP 
has been used to frame social spending under the narrow “productivistic” view that is prevalent 
in the European Semester. The SIP implementation depends on existing EU funding schemes 
and governance architecture. Allocation of funds is thus intimately linked to country-specific 
recommendations to national reform programs. The EC itself has questioned this top-down 
way of shaping MS social policy. The launching of the European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR) 
in 2017 by Commissioner Juncker attempts to establish a new EU social policy framework 
for post-austerity, which is not based on command-and-control procedures. The EPSR has 
also proven to be helpful in revamping the EU social agenda by broadening the scope of the 
SIP, essentially concerned with inclusion through personal empowerment and active social 
protection (Vesan, Corti & Sabato, 2021).

The Spanish economy and labour market were hit severely by the Great Recession. The GDP 
dropped from 3.6% in 2007 to -3.8% in 2009 and remained in negative territory from 2011 to 
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2013.4 The unemployment rate escalated to record levels from around 8% in 2007 to 26.1% 
in 2013, while the youth unemployment rate was above 40%.5 The situation was aggravated 
by the yield of the Spanish public bond. With Ireland, Greece and Portugal formally requesting 
the bailout, the Spanish government presented a first austerity plan in Spring 2010 to alleviate 
bond market tensions and answer the EC demands for bolder deficit reduction. The expenditure 
cut measures for ensuring fiscal sustainability were accompanied by reforms of the pension 
system and the labour market. The spiral of economic instability, employment loss, and tight 
financial conditions did not wane until 2015 (Buendía, 2020).

Austerity acted as a catalyst for the resizing of social protection in Spain. The fiscal 
consolidation policies were based on expenditure containment and resulted in welfare 
retrenchment (González Begega & Del Pino, 2017). Social policy bore a substantial part of the 
overall budget rebalancing effort. The per capita government expenditure in social protection 
benefits dropped by 6%, from €5605.07 (at constant 2010 prices) in 2010 to €5270.85 in 2014. 
It did not recover pre-crisis levels until 2019.6 Fiscal consolidation at any price put the efforts 
at covering new social risks made in the previous decade on hold, thus driving Spain away from 
EU social investment targets (Luque & Guillén, 2021).

EU financial assistance was accompanied by policy conditionality. Although Spain was not 
bailed out, the need for external support to calm the bond markets and prop out the banking 
system led to strengthened EU influence on pension and labour market reform rounds. The 
EU involvement in domestic policymaking not only took place through formal instruments 
around the European Semester, such as country specific recommendations to national reform 
programmes, but also by informal means of pressure exerted by EU institutions, namely the 
European Central Bank. This backroom diplomacy was particularly intense in the discussions 
around labour market reform. The governments of the period justified retrenchment policies and 
cuts in social spending with TINA arguments (Guillén & González Begega, 2019). This blame 
avoidance strategy harmed the positive image of the EU among Spanish citizens. For the first 
time since 1986, citizen support for EU integration showed a downward trend.7

Pension reform was based upon the EC 2010 Green Paper on the sustainability of old-age 
pensions. Under worsening economic circumstances, the Spanish parliament passed three 
pension laws, one in 2011 and two in 2013. The legislation reinforced retention factors through 
several disincentives to leave the labour market. The reforms included a progressive delay in 
the legal retirement age, extended the contribution period to calculate the pension benefit and 
introduced new indexation rules based on life expectancy and on the fiscal sustainability of the 
system (Chuliá et al., 2016).

Unemployment protection was not downscaled, although Law 3/2012 on urgent measures 
to labour market reform facilitated the hiring of unemployed workers receiving unemployment 

4 Own calculations. Eurostat. Real GDP growth rate – volume.  Expenditure main results. Online data code: 
TEC00115. Retrieved 20/12/2021.

5 Eurostat. Total unemployment rate. Online data code: TPS00203. Eurostat. Youth unemployment rate by sex, 
age and country of birth. Online data code: YTH_EMP_100. Retrieved: 20/12/2021.

6 Eurostat. Social expenditure - ESSPROS. Main results. Online data code: SPR_EXP_SUM. Retrieved: 20/12/2021.

7 Eurobarometer.
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benefits to replace employees participating in training actions. The governments of the period 
struggled to control the impact of peaking unemployment on income inequality and social 
exclusion. Unemployment insurance was extended to the self-employed, although on a strictly 
voluntary basis. The establishment of new unemployment benefit programmes for young people 
and long-term employees with the support of EU funding did not have the expected effect on 
labour market activation. Social services and social assistance programmes were stretched 
to their limits within a context of increasing demand and budgetary restraints. The social 
policy landscape in Spain after 2015 was that of a stalemate after a shock. The instability of 
government coalitions prevented any consistent attempt to re-engage with the social investment 
initiatives abandoned under austerity. A prominent feature of recent welfare development in 
Spain is the steady increase in pension expenditure. 

5. Conclusions
Spanish social policy has been affected by EU policymaking since before 1986. The European 
influence on domestic policy processes is demonstrated through varied social outcomes. One 
of the main features of EU social policy architecture is the increasing monitorisation of national 
policy processes over time. The rather modest policy instruments of the late 1980s are in strong 
contrast with the formalised command-and-control mechanisms of the European Semester. 
Overall, the EU has been a source of social policy ideas for the Spanish political elites. Europe 
has been an inspiration and a horizon, playing a fundamental role in developing the Spanish 
democratic welfare system. With relatively minor differences between social-democratic and 
conservative governments, EU institutions have encouraged Spanish social policy to internalise 
the rationale (and rhetoric) of active social protection, enhanced employability of vulnerable 
groups and investment for new social risks. The progressive change from a passive to an active 
social policy approach has been sustained by a broad social consensus with trade unions and 
employers, the main voices in the civil society. 

This paradigm shift has been accompanied by an institutional impact in the procedures of 
policy formulation and implementation. EU processes, namely the budgeting, planning and 
performance measuring of social policies, have influenced how domestic administration is 
practised and which stakeholders are effectively represented in policymaking. As in other MS, 
Spain has enabled increasing involvement from academics, external experts, and other 
interest groups, such as NGOs, thus broadening and dynamising the traditional social policy 
administration framework. The EU influence is also paramount in the techniques for public 
policy evaluation. The EC has furnished MS with a whole new lexicon and indicators to measure 
compliance with the policy targets established through OMC and, more recently, within the 
European Semester. Other EU offices and agencies, namely Eurostat, have provided the data 
to fill these indicators with country-specific information, thus decisively contributing to the 
production of an apparently neutral and non-ideological EU social policy framework. In Spain, as 
in other MS, the Europeanisation of social policy relates to a de-politicisation and technification 
of the public discourses around welfare and employment policies, and a diminished political 
capacity for change.
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The irruption of the pandemic in early 2020 led national authorities, thorough the EU, to place 
the economy into an induced coma. A significant proportion of workers were either required to 
work from home, or saw their jobs put on hold due to the difficulty of working remotely. The 
pandemic demanded a massive public reaction to prevent an economic collapse, but the initial 
response was national. For several reasons, the EU was irrelevant in designing measures to 
combat the pandemic. Spain was among the most affected MS by the COVID-19 crisis. The 
GDP contracted by 10.8%. The government answered with a battery of employment-related 
initiatives, including more flexible mechanisms for temporary adjustments of activity and state 
compensation schemes, namely the ERTE job retention programme. These were accompanied 
by other stimulus measures aimed at guaranteeing companies’ liquidity. The government also 
launched the so-called Social Shield, consisting of social bonuses and guarantees to protect the 
most vulnerable consumers. In June 2020, the parliament passed a national MIS. Nonetheless, 
the financial sustainability of these measures was compromised by public debt excess. 

The year 2020 was marked by the negotiation of an EU recovery instrument to support MS 
efforts. In December, the EC presented the largest stimulus package ever financed with EU 
resources. The EU long term budget 2021-27, together with the Next Generation recovery fund, 
secures financial assistance for national emergency plans and means the rentrée of EU policy 
coordination. MS must prepare a national recovery and resilience plan to be examined under 
the European Semester framework of economic and social policy coordination. The Spanish 
plan, which envisages the mobilisation of €140 billion in public investment until 2027, received 
the endorsement of the EC in June 2021. Roughly 7% of the requested funds will be devoted 
to the care of people and employment policies, focusing on the employability of the youth, 
and the strengthening of social inclusion. The corona crisis has exposed (again) fragilities and 
inequalities in the Spanish welfare system. The EU recovery package brings an opportunity to 
close persistent gaps in social protection nets.
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The Europeanisation of Labour  
Market Regulation: The Spanish  

Case in Context
JULIA LÓPEZ LÓPEZ AND EUSEBI COLÀS-NEILA

1. Europeanisation and Sources of Regulation of Labour 
Markets

Labour Law regulation has, in recent decades, faced important challenges in pursuing the 
goal of guaranteeing workers’ rights as a democratic institution of distributive justice (Collins, 
Lester, & Mantouvalou, 2018). These challenges have increased because while the evolution 
of production systems and the impact of new technologies (Stone, 2004) have created a 
more complex work-based scenario for regulation, hand globalised markets, with powerful 
multinational dynamics and growing inequality, have transformed the freedom of movement 
for firms and people in ways that promote new types of disequilibrium. Taken together, these 
changes have augmented difficulties for fully integrating the very plural reality of workers and 
employees into one fixed minimal floor of rights.

In this context, labour regulation has involved multiple layers and forms of regulation, from 
transnational, national and local sources to hard and soft law instruments. Furthermore, the 
emergence of new avenues to regulate labour, alongside the appearance of new actors and 
new forms of inequality, as well as a result a disequilibrium between workers and firms in the 
evolution and new forms of capitalism and the role of labour law (Thelen, 2014) has challenged 
existing boundaries of labour law (Davidov & Langille, 2006).

The Europeanisation of Member States has been studied as a major theme in the political 
science literature on the impact of EU integration upon Member States (Arregui, 2020)1. To 
analyse Europeanisation adequately, it is important to frame the relation among the centralised 
and decentralised levels of regulation. The relation between the European Union and the 

1 See for the Spanish case in context, Arregui, J. in Morata, F. and Mateo, G. (edit) España en Europa – Europa en 
España 1986-2006, CIDOB 2007. 
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national levels is ruled by the subsidiarity principle. This panorama provides for a multiplicity 
of instruments and diverse degrees of enforceability. The resulting evolution of the regulatory 
system of labour is marked by the interrelationship between hard law and soft law as well as 
hybrid instruments. In this scenario, classical principles of harmonisation must be revisited. 
Models of labour regulation can be characterised by some common patterns in the Member 
States; these involve multi-level dynamics specifying the identity of key actors and the sources 
of regulation.  A constant theme is the emergence of multiple forms of regulation that includes, 
but also extends well beyond, hard law instruments, and relatedly the creation of new frames 
for public institutions. 

In studying the Europeanisation of labour regulation systems, a clear theme involves the 
impact of the European Union as an agent of transformation in the regulation of labour in all 
the Member States, albeit with different degrees of intensity. The implementation of hard law 
European Union regulation represents a major level of Europeanisation, as it adapts national 
regulation within the Member States to the European Union norms. But the transformative 
processes of Europeanisation go well beyond this initial point. Despite the failure of the Open 
Method of Coordination (Sciarra, 2018), our analysis of that transformative process needs to 
be embedded in an examination of the complexity of regulatory systems, including governance 
instruments.

Crucial elements in the construction of labour rights are elaborated at the national 
level as part of the process of implementing hard law regulation.  Much of this involves 
legal constructions both in European Union law and national law that are built on the basis 
established by both programmatic and regulatory EU Directives. This is to say that Directives 
provide a foundation on which additional hard law regulations are formulated. This is a crucial 
point for specifying the intensity of Europeanisation in connection with the move from hard 
to soft law and the growth in that context of soft forms of harmonisation. Europeanisation 
takes one form with hard law and relatedly with courts’ interpretations of binding implications 
of EU law.  Europeanisation takes another form in instances of EU soft law regulation that 
is subsequently applied by Member States in a process of flexible harmonisation. The role 
played by the European Social Pillar at the national level is an example of this dynamic. 
In both forms of Europeanisation the dynamic is multilevel, crucial to an understanding of 
developments within member states. Concretely in the Spanish case, it is not possible to 
understand the evolution of the labour regulation system without appealing to this multilevel 
perspective. 

Therefore, the Europeanisation of the Spanish case must be understood as a complex 
process with multiple sources. The crucial actors include legislators, governments and judges 
who have transformed the regulatory framework in multiple ways, creating a Europeanised labour 
regulatory system that clearly shows the impact of the EU both in hard law implementations 
and in informal harmonisation through soft law governance instruments.

The Europeanisation of Spanish labour regulation through the pathway of implementation of 
European Union hard law has relied a great deal on an important central reference, namely the 
EU’s legal treatment of equality and non- discrimination on grounds of sex.   
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2. Equality and Non-Discrimination on the Grounds of Gender: 
A Major Achievement and a Signal of Europeanisation.

In the Spanish case, the evolution of employment regulation in its relationship to the legal 
treatment of equality and non-discrimination on grounds of gender represents a symbol of 
the more general Europeanisation process that Spanish regulation has experienced since the 
country’s integration as a Member State. Spanish regulation in this area has combined hard 
law implementation with soft and, therefore, difficult to enforce implementation applying the 
European Union regulatory system, but with different footings in EU regulation.

In Europeanisation via hard law implementations, applications of the Directives on grounds 
of equality and non-discrimination have totally transformed regulation through the incorporation 
of the definition of equality and non-discrimination types — direct, indirect and harassment — 
within the country's national legislation, and principles such as positive actions also known 
as affirmative action, and the matter of the burden of proof required to make a legal case on 
prevention of discrimination. Crucially, the overall pattern of hard law Europeanisation has 
involved both a legislation approved in the country’s parliament and judicial decisions applying 
EU law. The impact of the European Union legal protection of equality and non-discrimination 
is the most important case of Europeanisation in the Spanish case that goes beyond the idea 
of classic implementation through hard law, since there has also been a mimetic process 
using governance instruments. In this sense, that equality plans and other instruments of 
corporate responsibility stand as clear instances of the use of soft law governance instruments 
to promote Europeanisation objectives. Additionally, as noted in our discussion of hard law 
implementation, important dynamics of Europeanisation have involved binding hard law, for 
example with mentions of European Union hard law and jurisprudence in the Preamble of 
Spain’s Organic Law on Equality and non-discrimination 3/2007, of March 222, incorporating 
the European Union construction of rights and guarantees on equality and non-discrimination 
on grounds of gender within Spanish legislation. On the other hand, Europeanisation has also 
taken place through soft law implementation, for example, through the preambles of Equality 
Plans of the Barcelona Water Firm (2021) or the Barcelona Municipal government (2020-2023) 
and the jurisprudence on part-timers. 

The role played by national courts as agents interpreting and inserting the norms and 
European jurisprudence in national case-law is very relevant. A recent example is the 
Constitutional Court Sentence 155/2021 on September 13, 2021,3 which inserted the norms 
and European Union jurisprudence, such as the ECJ decision of May, 8 of 2019 (case-law 161-
18), to guarantee equality and non-discrimination for part-timers. In the context of a complex 
reality of interaction between levels of regulation, it is a point of significance for the future of 
labour law4,  but in the current scenario, the Europeanisation of the Spanish case policies on 

2 Appeal of March 23, 2007

3 Appeal nu. 251/2021

4 See Prassl, J.  The interaction of EU law and national law: between myth and reality in(edit) Bogg, A., Costello, 
C., and Davies, ACL, Research Handbook in EU Labour Law, Elgar, 2016, pags 62-63
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equality and non-discrimination on grounds of gender has to be described as an instance of 
success (Fredman, 2016). 

3. Europeanisation Through European Union Agreements on 
Implementation.

As we have seen, equality and non-discrimination on grounds of sex can be understood as an 
example of Europeanisation of the Spanish model of labour regulation both through the process 
of implementation of hard law and as a case of deep EU influence through softer governance 
instruments. The process of penetration of European Union culture in this field responds not 
only to the formal process of implementation of Council Directives, but also involves soft law 
instruments as equality plans that serve as governance instruments which intensify the level 
of Europeanisation in the Spanish labour regulation.

At the same time, collective bargaining agreements reached at the European level have 
played a role in promoting both hard law and soft law paths of Europeanisation. A clear example 
is the implementation of negotiated instruments on telework, which has impacted the regulation 
of this phenomenon in Spain.

In a broader sense, the frame of this analysis is the flexicurity model in the European 
Union. In 2007, the Commission launched an initiative seeking to promote common principles 
to orientate labour markets in the Member States, calling this approach the flexicurity model5. 
The model is based on more flexibility – geographical and functional mobility – as, for example, 
in free dismissal, combined with underlying forms of security to be provided by training and 
unemployment protection in the transitions between jobs, all presented to pursue the goal 
of increased employability. This approach tended to generate quite different results among 
Member States, ranging from successful cases such as Denmark to relatively unsuccessful 
applications as in Spain. Both the EU Employment Strategies 2020 and the model of flexibility 
provide the frame to measure the impact of the Telework Agreement in Spain.

In 2002, the European Trade Union Confederation, the Union of Industrial and Employers’ 
Confederations of Europe,the European Union of Crafts and Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises 
and the Centre of Enterprises with Public Participation signed a framework agreement on 
telework. This was an important autonomous agreement different from the agreements that 
were transformed into Council Directives. The Agreement on Telework has served as the basis 
for regulating this practice among the Member States to guarantee labour rights.

Teleworking, such as remote work and with technological support for the instruments 
used by the worker, is the most widely used denomination when referring to the boom of new 
contractual forms that intensify the decentralisation of the productive processes.

Moreover, teleworking has been present for decades in the countries of the European Union 
with a magnitude that varies by both economic sector and national realities. The reasons 

5 Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and 
Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions - Towards Common Principles of Flexicurity: More and better 
jobs through flexibility and security {SEC(2007) 861} {SEC(2007) 862} /* COM/2007/0359 final */
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for this disparity include a combination of factors: the affinity of different types of work 
with technology, the technological infrastructures of contexts, the culture of business, the 
structuring of productivity, and the flexibility provided to workers for family/work conciliation. 
In the current context, due to the impact of COVID-19 and  more complex processes of change 
in decentralised productive organisations, telework will surely be a growing formula in terms of 
how work is done.

Two reports by Eurofound (2021)6 offer interesting data.  The first of these reports highlights 
that the north/south disparity in teleworking has varied significantly during the pandemic. 
Spain has been closer to the Nordic countries than southern Europe in the use of this form of 
work. The Eurofound reports also clearly point out the problems of reconciliation of work and 
family life that teleworking poses. In terms of Europeanisation, the irradiation of the Agreement 
negotiated at the EU level particularly regarding principles and rights – is one of the basis for 
understanding developments in Spain, the other being the impact from the European Union 
jurisprudence on this topic.

The Europeanisation of the Spanish model through the application of the frame agreement has 
in the case of Telework an important reference which is Law 10/2021, July 9 on remote work7. 

The main principles of the relevant Agreement are as follows: teleworking has to be 
understood as a voluntary arrangement, with the possibility — in the Spanish law — for 
employees to reverse the decision. The Spanish legislation on telework includes contents in 
labour rights such as equality and non-discrimination, health and safety, conciliation of life and 
work, collective rights and training, among others. The impact and influence of the Agreement 
— reached in 2002 — in a Spanish law of 2021, allows us to maintain the vitality of the 
process of Europeanisation, as it is reflected both in the legislation passed by the Parliament 
and earlier in the Spanish judicial activity on this topic.

Europeanisation in this area is manifested not only in legally constructed regulation and 
interpretation of the telework agreement, but also in corporate responsibility instruments such 
as Telework Plans that are shaped by European policies. The bank sector is a main reference 
in this tendency, integrating the principles and regulatory discourse of the European Union 
Agreement in its Telework Plan.

As in the case of equality and non-discrimination, the courts have played an important role 
in the Europeanisation of the Spanish model. Some examples emerge from the European Court 
of Justice c-518/15 of 21 February 2018, the Matzak case, CJEU. The CJEU interprets art. 2 of 
Directive 2003/88, considering on-call time during which a worker, even if at home, is obliged to 
respond to his employer’s summons within eight minutes, a period which considerably restricts 
the possibility of carrying out other activities, to be considered working time. This Sentence 
is a main reference in the Spanish jurisprudence on working time8. In this sense, European 

6 https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/article/2021/workers-want-to-telework-but-long-working-hours-
isolation-and-inadequate-equipment-must-be-tackled.

7 Case-law num. 164, July 10, 2021.  

8 The following recent Spanish cases apply the acquis communitaire: Audiencia Nacional, SSAN, Social Chamber 
num. 44/ 2021, of March 18, 2021, on delivery of meal tickets and non-application of art. 41 ET; 1855/2021, 
ECLI 2021/1855, on computation of working time; 1856/2021, ECLI 2021/1856 on the application of art. 41 
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decisions enter Spanish regulation through Spanish court decisions rooted in prior decisions of 
the European Court of Justice.  

The increasing judicialisation of remote work deals with the contractual form, the concept of 
voluntariness, the right to equality and non-discrimination, digital disconnection, working and 
resting times, salary and information rights, among other themes. 

4. Europeanisation of the Spanish Social Security System

It is possible to detect two main areas in which a process of Europeanisation is taking place in 
the Spanish Social Security system. The first has to do with the impact that the jurisprudential 
and normative construction of the principle of equality in the European Union has had on our 
legal system, as we have seen above. Taking into consideration the original law and the different 
Directives approved in this area,9 the Court of Justice of the European Union has played a 
fundamental role in the identification of regulatory provisions that are taken to be contrary to 
the principle of equality in the field of Social Security, which has been notably the case in the 
regulation of part-time work.10 This task has been carried out in “dialogue” with the Spanish 
Constitutional Court,11 whose decisions have resulted in the introduction of regulatory changes.12

However, the decisive influence that the European Union has had on the legislative reforms 
of national pension systems approved in recent years should be particularly highlighted, which 
in the case of Spain has been more evident since the Great Recession and the expansion of 
austerity policies.13 It constitutes a singular process of Europeanisation from the top down, 
since the EU lacks regulatory powers in this area, in application of the principle of subsidiarity. 

ET; 3078/2021, ECLI 2021/3078, on transport bonus and agreements on teleworking. 125/2018 of 20 Sep-
tember , ECLI 2018: 3511, the fact of being only available and reachable (localised guard) pending a cell phone 
terminal provided by the company, without setting a minimum period of availability to perform the interventions 
that are required, without setting a minimum period for a start of intervention, nor requiring a presence in a 
particular place, nor in the vicinity of the company, cannot be qualified as effective working time, since in this 
specific case the worker practically does not see their freedom to roam or the possibilities of devoting time to 
rest or to their personal and/or social concerns diminished.

9 In particular, Art. 157 TFEU, Directive 79/7/EEC (progressive implementation of the principle of equal treatment 
for men and women in matters of social security), Directive 97/81/EC (Framework Agreement on part-time work), 
and Directive 2006/54/EC (implementation of the principle of equal opportunities and equal treatment of men 
and women in matters of employment and occupation — recast).

10 Particularly noteworthy are two cases in which the existence of indirect discrimination on the basis of sex is 
concluded. In relation to the mechanism to facilitate access to pensions for part-time workers: CJEU of 22 
November 2012 (Elbal Moreno, C385/11, ECLI:EU:C:2012:746); on the mechanism for calculating the retirement 
pension: CJEU of 8 May 2019 (Villar Láiz, C161/18, ECLI:EU:C:2019:382).

11 Along the lines of the “dialogue” between courts referred to by Sciarra (2001). This is a good example of the 
“process of reciprocal influence on rights between high courts” pointed out by García Roca (2012).

12 Constitutional Court Decision 61/2013, of March 14 (ECLI:ES:TC:2013:61), citing what was stated by the CJEU 
in the Elbal Moreno case, and Constitutional Court Decision 91/2919, of July 3 (ECLI:ES:TC:2019:91), which 
takes into account the argumentation of the CJEU in the Villar Láiz case, concludes the unconstitutionality of the 
contested rules. 

13 Carrera (2009) warned about the growing influence of the EU in this area, analysing the discourse of the Euro-
peanisation of pensions in Italy and comparing it with the Spanish case.
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Therefore, in contrast to what has been mentioned so far, various soft law instruments acquire 
special prominence in the framework of economic governance through which the Europeanisation 
of Spanish Social Security legislation takes place.

In fact, the original law only attributes the power to coordinate national social security 
systems in order to guarantee the free movement of workers to the EU. This has not prevented 
the EU from becoming a major player in determining the direction and content of pension 
reforms in many Member States in recent years, in the face of a growing concern about their 
financial sustainability. 

The White Paper “An agenda for adequate, safe and sustainable pensions”, which is part 
of the Europe 2020 Strategy, is a milestone (European Commission 2012) in the sense that it 
compiles a set of general measures and specific recommendations addressed to the Member 
States.14 Aware of the demographic and financial challenges common to the Member States, 
the Commission considers it necessary to ensure the sustainability of pension systems 
without undermining adequate benefits. To this end, it also considers it necessary to introduce 
mechanisms to increase the labour market participation of women and older workers, to 
achieve a better balance between working time and retirement and to promote private protection 
instruments. Some of the most important general recommendations included in this document 
are meant to increase the retirement age, taking into account longer life expectancy, to make 
access to early retirement more difficult, to encourage postponement of the retirement age and 
to reduce gender differences in pensions.

Here the Commission insists on recommendations made previously in its Annual Growth 
Survey,15 which are reiterated in subsequent surveys. Thus, it has been argued that there is a 
“sort of feedback loop between the White Paper and the European Semester instruments”.16 
Fiscal consolidation is the main objective of the regulatory framework that establishes 
mechanisms for the prevention and correction of macroeconomic imbalances through the 
mandatory monitoring of certain indicators.17 The Euro Plus Pact and the Treaty on Stability, 
Coordination and Governance impose the application of fiscal deficit rules in the Member 
States. European economic governance thus emerges as a new paradigm conditioning national 
social security systems.18

The public social protection system in Spain has undergone reforms of varying scope and 
depth since the 1980s. The particularity of the legislative changes that have taken place since 
the beginning of the last decade is the growing influence exerted by European institutions, 

14 In this sense, it is stated that it can be understood as “a European strategy on the matter” (Colàs-Neila, 2016).

15 Specifically, those of 2011 (“Communication from the Commission. Annual Growth Survey 2011: advancing the 
EU’s comprehensive response to the crisis” COM (2011) 11 final, 12 January 2010) and 2012 (“Communication 
from the Commission. Annual Growth Survey 2012” COM (2011) 815 final, 23 November 2011).

16 Such is the opinion of Martínez Yáñez (2015) who analyses the consequences that economic governance has on 
wage setting by collective bargaining in Spain and on pensions.

17 In this regard, consideration should be given to the regulatory package known as the “Six Pack”, which imposes 
mandatory monitoring of indicators, and the “Two Pack”, intended for Eurozone countries.

18 See Pérez del Prado (2022) who analyses in depth the repercussions of economic governance on labour and 
social security.
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whose recommendations, in the context of austerity policies, have crystallised in regulations 
that reduce levels of protection.19

Law 27/2011 of August 1, 2011 on the updating, adaptation and modernisation of the 
Social Security system, was approved following consensus with the social partners after the 
review of the Toledo Pact.20 Among the introduced changes are the increase in the ordinary 
retirement age (from 65 to 67), the increase in the contribution period considered for calculating 
the retirement pension (from the last 15 to the last 25 years), and the promotion of voluntary 
prolongation of working life (increasing the amount of the pension). 

The legislation is more explicit about this linkage later on in the Explanatory Memorandum of 
Law 23/2013, of December 23, regulating the Sustainability Factor and the Revaluation Index 
of the Social Security Pension System which, unlike the previous one, was passed without 
consensus with the social actors. It highlights how the introduction of various reforms of the 
parameters that configure the benefits, especially the retirement pension, by Law 27/2011 
responds to the demographic and economic challenges detected in EU countries and “is 
consistent with the various recommendations contained in various instruments and documents 
of the institutions of the European Union”.21

Although these changes are in line with European recommendations, the Explanatory 
Memorandum does not expressly reflect a causal link between the two. It only includes a very 
generic reference in relation to the circumstances motivating the reform, which are common 
to the countries around us: the demographic trend, with a higher proportion of pensioners in 
relation to contributors, and the need to strengthen the contributory nature of the system, in 
order to determine a more appropriate relationship between the contributions made during the 
working life and the benefit to be received. 

This regulation develops the sustainability factor, previously introduced by Law 27/2011, 
aimed at establishing the proportionality between contributions and benefits, taking into 
consideration the evolution of life expectancy of the population and reviewed every five years. 
The mathematical formula for its setting assumes that the higher the life expectancy, the lower 
the final pension will be, in order to guarantee the sustainability of the system.

The connection between economic governance and pensions at the European level seen 
above is reproduced, formalised in hard law rules, at the Spanish domestic level. Organic Law 
2/2012, of April 27, 2012, on Budgetary Stability and Financial Sustainability was enacted in 
development of art. 135 of the Constitution, and amended in 2011 to bring it into line with the 
Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, and in compliance with the Treaty on Stability, 

19 Hendrickx (2013) has insisted on the need for the decision-making process in the framework of economic 
governance to be consistent with the fundamental rights of the EU, insisting on the need for “a better balance 
between the economic and social dimension of European integration”.

As Suárez-Corujo (2014) has indicated, they entail a “clear regression” of the system. 

20 On the Toledo Pact as a mechanism for consensual reform of the pension system, see Colàs-Neila (2018, 2022).

21 These documents, among which he lists the 2012 White Paper, he adds, are part of the Europe 2020 Strategy, 
“which constitutes the reference for the coordination of the economic policies of the Member States and the 
scope from which a policy of orientation and coordination of efforts to face the challenge of aging and its impact 
on social protection systems is promoted.”
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Coordination and Governance in the Economic and Monetary Union of March 2, 2012. It provides 
for the possibility that the Government, if it projects a long-term deficit in the pension system, may 
revise it by applying the sustainability factor as provided for in Law 27/2011. The submission of 
certain Social Security rules to the imperatives imposed by the dogma of budgetary balance as 
the main expression of the Europeanisation of our system is thus made clear.

The Explanatory Memorandum of Law 23/201322 refers again to Europe in relation to the 
new pension revaluation index it introduces. Thus, it points out that the growing dependency 
rate is one of “the challenges faced by the pension systems of European Union countries 
based, as in the specific case of Spain, on pay-as-you-go systems”. This, together with the 
increase in life expectancy, “and in line with similar considerations at the European level”, led 
to the inclusion of a specific recommendation in the Report on the Evaluation and Reform of the 
Toledo Pact approved by the Plenary of the Congress in 2011 on the advisability of studying 
alternative updating indexes.

The last reform process that tries to soften some of the regressive effects of the previous 
ones has recently culminated in Law 21/2021 on December 28, on guaranteeing the purchasing 
power of pensions and other measures to reinforce the financial and social sustainability of 
the public pension system.23 After the latest reforms imposed by the Government of the day, 
supported by an absolute majority in Parliament, the governance mechanism of the Toledo 
Pact is resumed. From the perspective of the Europeanisation analysed here, the regulation is 
marked by the new European policy to face the economic and social crisis generated by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The legislation makes the determining role of the EU institutions in its 
regulatory contents explicit Thus, the Explanatory Memorandum of the regulation highlights 
the renewal of the Toledo Pact “as one of the most important components of the Recovery, 
Transformation and Resilience Plan that will guide the implementation of European funds until 
2023 through the Next Generation EU instrument. Thus, component 30 brings together a set 
of pension system reforms that comply with the main recommendations of the Toledo Pact”. 

The regulation modifies the annual pension revaluation index again partially mitigating the 
consequences of the one introduced in 2013, although not reaching the previous levels, with a 
view mainly focused on ensuring the financial sustainability of the system. On the other hand, 
flexible retirement measures are introduced to equalise the effective and ordinary retirement 
age, further penalising early retirement, and favouring, therefore, delayed retirement. Finally, 
the sustainability factor is repealed and replaced by a new intergenerational equity mechanism. 
In relation to the latter, the second of the components considered to preserve the balance 
between generations and strengthen the sustainability of the system is particularly interesting 
in terms of the Europeanisation of the system: the consideration of the forecasts of the 
European Commission’s Ageing Report or similar document on the level of expenditure for 
2050. Thus, depending on whether or not this spending threshold is exceeded, the regulation 
provides for various mechanisms of action.

22 Law 23/2013, of 23 December 2013, regulating the Sustainability Factor and the Social Security Pension 
System Revaluation Index. Permalink ELI: https://www.boe.es/eli/es/l/2013/12/23/23 .

23 Permalink ELI: https://www.boe.es/eli/es/l/2021/12/28/21.
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Indeed, the context of the Next Generation EU Funds marks the ongoing Europeanisation of 
the pension system. Component 30 of the Recovery, Transformation and Resilience Plan refers 
to the “Long-term sustainability of the public pension system within the framework of the Toledo 
Pact” (Gobierno de España, 2021). This general objective is articulated through three specific 
objectives: the elimination of the system’s deficit; the deepening of parametric adjustments 
that allow a constant increase in the retirement age to bring it above the European average 
and the introduction of new incentives to lengthen the retirement age; and the deployment 
of complementary systems in the business and professional spheres. To help achieve these 
objectives, without the need for budgetary provision for their achievement, up to nine reforms 
are listed, many of which are implemented through the aforementioned regulation.

The Europeanisation of pensions in the Spanish case is the result of a complex synergy of 
governance (European economic and pension reform in Spain within the framework of the Toledo 
Pact), involving different levels (European and domestic), sources of regulation (with a particular 
weight of soft law instruments) and actors (European institutions, Government, Parliament, and 
social actors). On the one hand, EU economic governance shapes the desirable direction and 
regulatory content of national social protection systems, adapting them to macroeconomic 
requirements. On the other hand, at the internal level, the singularity of the Spanish case is 
given by the assumption of those recommendations, independent of the actors with regulatory 
capacity that intervene in the legislative process. Thus, unilateral reforms (such as that of 
2013) and negotiated reforms (2011 and 2021) have been alternated in the application of 
these recommendations, with the link of causality between the two being made explicit to a 
greater or lesser extent by the legislators. 

In sum, the European Union has been an important agent of transformation in the Spanish 
regulatory model of labour regulation. To measure the intensity of this dynamic, the complexity 
of sources of regulation must be considered. That complexity involves a new interpretation of 
classic principles related to harmonisation, especially in ways that integrate not only hard law 
but also soft law implementations24. The Charter of Fundamental Rights and the European 
Pillar of Social Rights are two main references for understanding this complexity in the current 
scenario of Europeanisation of the Spanish case.
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The Europeanisation of LGBT+  
and Equality Policies in Spain

JOEL CANTÓ AND JAVIER ARREGUI

1. Introduction

In a relative short period of time, LGBT+ individuals have transitioned from being considered 
degenerate, stigmatised, medicalised and potentially dangerous elements to achieving 
citizenship in European Union (EU) polities. Still, LGBT+ issues are a contentious topic in most 
Member States due to their connection to key political concepts such as morality, identity, 
nation or tradition. In this scenario, the European Union has contributed to change the paradigm 
with wide-ranging implications for domestic and EU policy-making and consequences for the 
normative nature of the EU. From overt discrimination, the EU has set up a minimum protection 
that links the rights of LGBT+ individuals with the concepts of Human Rights, Diversity or 
European Citizenship. 

In the par ticular case of Spain, the progress in LGBT+ Equality has been remarkable, 
but the extent and specific ways by which the European Union has been involved 
are still unclear. The few Europeanisation studies available have focused on the 
implementation of Directive 2000/78 from a compared perspective (Bell, 2008; Siegel, 
2020; Waaldijk & Bonini-Baraldi, 2004) plus few case studies (Passalacqua, 2020). The 
main objective of this paper is to provide a comprehensive overview and explanation of 
the Europeanisation of LGBT+ Equality in Spain, expanding the framework of analysis 
beyond implementation, also encompassing politics and polity, and establishing a 
wider timeframe of analysis which spans from before EU accession and Framework 
Employment Directive (FED) to this day. 

To start, the analytical framework presents the concept of LGBT+ Equality, the approaches 
employed to assess the mechanisms behind the Europeanisation processes and the primary 
data used. Next, we briefly review the background of Spain in societal values, legislation and 
LGBT+ activism, and consider the inputs introduced by the EU in the fields of EU Law and EU 
institutions (e.g., European Parliament). Third, we analyse four dimensions of Europeanisation 
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and describe both the main driving mechanism and the outputs. The last section discusses 
the findings in relation to the Europeanisation of LGBT+ Equality and offers some concluding 
remarks in relation to Spain, the future of LGBT+ Equality in the EU and future research 
avenues.

2. Analytical Framework

As employed in this paper, the concept LGBT+ Equality comprises all anti-discriminatory and 
affirmative legislative and executive actions on the grounds of sexual orientation and gender 
identity (SOGI), plus sex characteristics (SC). We follow the classification of the largest 
European LGBT+ NGO ILGA-Europe (2021a) to distinguish it from other sub-policy dimensions 
such as Family, Asylum, Hate Crime and Speech, and others. This allows us to zoom into the 
most prolific area of Europeanisation in relation to the LGBT+ Community while keeping time 
and space constraints in check. 

Altogether, our analytical framework incorporates the study of Europeanisation in the 
dimensions of polity, politics and policy embedded in three levels of analysis — macro, meso 
and micro. Table 7.1 reflects the inputs and mechanisms where processes of Europeanisation 
may have acted. Also, this paper includes the comparative perspective to show differences 
across a number of European MS with varying levels of LGBT+ Equality legislation, political 
cultures and historic trajectories, and varying gender and morality regimes and attitudes. The 
countries selected are Poland (Eastern Europe), Finland (Nordic), and Italy (Southern Europe).

Additionally, we take into account time and place as mediators between Europeanisation 
and its mechanisms and processes of change. On the one hand, pre and early-accession Spain 
presented itself as a southern, periphery country suffering the “Mediterranean syndrome” 
– the convergance of late industrialisation, weak bargaining strength in EU institutions and 
no Euroscepticism (Sepos, 2008). On the other hand, Spain's timing to access the EU was 
conditioned by the desire to engage in economic integration with free countries and transition 
to democracy, as in the Greek and Portuguese examples (Featherstone & Kazamias, 2001; 
Pinto & Teixeira, 2002; Royo & Manuel, 2003, as quoted in Sepos, 2008). Alongside historical 
institutionalism, this paper also incorporates the approaches of rational-choice and sociological 
institutionalism to understand the mechanisms at play.

The analysis in this paper includes statistical data from the WVS & IVS (Haerpfer et al., 
2021), CIS (CIS, 1980) and the Eurobarometer (2009 - 2019). It also encompasses data from 
ILGA-Europe (2021a) that summarises LGBT+ Equality legislation in Europe at both the national 
and subnational level, alongside with the European Parliament voting records from the VoteWatch 
EU platform regarding LGBT+ Rights (2006 - 2021). Unfortunately, access to previous years is 
not available – just roll call votes from the Minutes of the European Parliament. Finally, we also 
make use of EU reports to assess the advance of anti-discrimination legislation in Spain and 
the rest of countries and the manifestos of five main Spanish political parties in European and 
domestic election contests from 1977 - 2015.
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Table 7.1. Europeanisation of LGBT+ Equality in Spain – Fields, Processes and Mechanisms.

Level of 
analysis

Field Input Process Mechanism

Macro
Implementation and 
new legislation

EU Primary Law
EU Secondary Law
EU Tertiary Law

Top-down EU Enforcement

Macro
Multi-level 
governance

EU Primary Law
EU Secondary Law
Other EU MS

Top-down
Bottom-up

Normative 
pressures
Rational choice

Meso Political parties

EU Primary Law
EU Secondary Law
EU Parliament
Other EU MS/ Political 
parties

Top-down
Bottom-up

Rational choice
Normative 
pressures

Meso Activism

EU Primary Law
EU Parliament
Transnational EU 
activism

Bottom-up
Rational choice
Normative 
pressures

Micro
Social Value/Public 
Opinion Change

EU Primary Law
EU Secondary Law
EU Institutions

Top-down
Bottom-up

Normative 
pressures

3. Background of LGBT+ Equality in Spain

3.1. Social Value/Public Opinion Change

“Homosexualismo” was the term employed by the Francoist administration to refer to sexual 
and gender “deviations” between 1939 and 1976 (Ramírez Pérez, 2018). This conception 
quickly conveys the dominant heteronormative approach based upon traditional religious 
and moral standard, which casted sexual minorities out of society. Indeed, more than a third 
of psychiatrists in the 1980s thought that homosexuality “was not natural” (34.5%), and a 
majority considered it a “problem of learning that should be tolerated” (54.4%) (CIS, 1980). 
Nonetheless, an astonishing 73.7% thought it should not be prosecuted as it had previously 
been under Francoism.

As ILGA-Europe (1998) reported, attitudes towards homosexuality in Spain were comparatively 
better than in other EU countries just a few years after accession. In its first ever published report, 
the international NGO acknowledges that “Spanish society is a very tolerant one (…) maybe the 
most tolerant in Europe” (ILGA-Europe, 1998). The coverage of most media outlets, including the 
conservative editorials, was not manifestly pejorative or offensive. Without a doubt, the concatenation 
of the HIV/AIDS epidemic in the 1980s and the depathologisation of homosexuality in the 1990s 
by the WHO were critical junctures that LGBT+ activists took on to advance their cause not only for 
tolerance, but for protection and recognition within the Spanish polity.
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3.2. Legal-Juridical Framework

Francoist Spain prosecuted homosexuals and other sexual deviances via the inclusion of sexual 
minorities in Ley de vagos y maleantes (1954) and Ley sobre Peligrosidad y Rehabilitación 
Social (1970). LGBT+ activism and left-wing political parties contributed to drop the articles 
of Ley sobre Peligrosidad (1979) and the modification and derogation of Ley de Escandalo 
Público (1983, 1989). The last step was the transformation of confidential police datasets with 
information on sexual orientation. Other areas of the Spanish legal framework protecting LGBT+ 
individuals or constraining the behavior of actors outside of employment include the Organic 
Law of Political Parties (2002) and the development of regional statutes.

Even though homosexuality was decriminalised some months after the approval of the 
Constitution of 1978, it did not explicitly prohibit discrimination on the grounds of sexual 
orientation in its Art. 14. Nonetheless, lower Court jurisprudence has interpreted Art. 14 of 
the Spanish Constitution as encompassing sexual orientation. Moreover, the extinguished 
Tribunal Central del Trabajo ruled in 1986 against the firing of an employee on the grounds 
of homosexuality, and most demands before courts had to do with equal treatment with 
heterosexual couples in matters of pensions and related matters (Rubio-Marin, 2004). The full 
decriminalisation only took place with the modified Criminal Code (1995), which considered 
the discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation against private or public employees a 
serious offence and covered hate speech/acts against gays and lesbians (Ibid).

3.3. Activism

During the dictatorship of Franco, LGBT+ activism was heavily repressed alongside other 
democratic movements. In this scenario, the Agrupación Homófila para la Igualdad Sexual 
(AGHOIS) was born in Barcelona during the 1970s, drawing on the inputs from American 
and European LGBT+ activism, and the (still) illegal Front d’Alliberament Gai de Catalunya 
organised the first public Pride parade (1977) in Barcelona to denounce the continued 
prosecution of sexual minorities. These organisations represented the first crystallisation 
of LGBT+ interests in collective action, which would prove critical to both the shift of 
attitudes among the Spanish population and the advance in legislation and attitudes in the 
following years.

LGBT+ individuals can be considered part of the losing coalition of Francoism, which put 
their demands closer to the left-wing political platforms such as PCE or PSOE, even though 
homophobia was pervasive also among the European and Spanish Left at the time. Given the 
strength of political parties in Spain, these platforms were the main political channels through 
which LGBT+ activism could influence the existing morality politics of Spain. Therefore, the 
transition towards democracy and the entry to the European Community served as a window 
of opportunity for LGBT+ activism, but also for political parties that wanted to capitalise on 
advances that offered a clear break away with Francoism. 



Chapter 7. The Europeanisation of LGBT+ and Equality Policies in Spain 109

4. Evolution of EU LGBT+ Equality

4.1. EU Primary Law

The path that the EU has transited in order to incorporate LGBT+ rights in the acquis 
communitaire has been neither simple nor straighforward. Firstly, the Treaty of Rome (1957) 
gave birth to the European Economic Community with a gender equality clause in Art. 119. 
However, it would not be until the beginning of the 1980s when the European Parliament (EP) 
urged the European Commission in 1984 to take all necessary steps and political measures to 
tackle discrimination based on sexual orientation (European Parliament, 1984).  Subsequently, 
the Treaty of Amsterdam was the first International Treaty that allowed the introduction of 
secondary legislation to contest discrimination based on sex, race, age or sexual orientation. 
Even though human rights and non-discrimination were incorporated as general principles of 
EU Law and EU Citizenship, discrimination on the grounds of race, religion, age, disability and 
sexual orientation remained excluded from protection at the European level. 

It was not until the inclusion of Art. 19 in the Treaty of Amsterdam (1999) that the Treaties 
enshrined anti-discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation in the expanded competences 
of the EU, which covered employment, education, health, access to goods and services, etc. 
(ILGA-Europe, 1999). Finally, three other changes have shaped EU Primary Law in relation 
to LGBT+ rights. First, the Copenhagen Criteria (1993) considerably tightens the number of 
applicants to the European club if they do not respect “human rights”. Second, the introduction 
of the concept of European Citizenship (1992) has transformed the conception of a market 
union towards a rights union. Last but not least, Art. 21 of the European Charter of Fundamental 
Rights (2000) delimitated sexual orientation as non-justifiable cause of discrimination became 
binding with the passage of the Lisbon Treaty. 

4.2. EU Secondary Law

Since the introduction of the primary legislation presented in the previous section, the European 
Commission (as main agenda-setter) has been able to introduce secondary legislation (i.e., 
directives or regulations which are binding for all Member States). In the case of LGBT+ rights, 
the first and only secondary EU law legislation adopted to tackle the discrimination of LGBT+ 
individuals was the Council Directive 2000/78/EC (Framework Equality Directive — FED) of 
27 November 2000, establishing a general framework for equal treatment in employment and 
occupation. This hard instrument of EU public policy creates the obligation for Member States 
to comply with the minimal requirements laid out in the legal document. Until then, attempts by 
the Commission to push forward protection for sexual minorities secondary legislation stalled 
against the opposition of the Council of Ministers — (1) Parental Leave Directive and (2) Part-
time workers directive (ILGA-Europe, 1998).

Directive 2000/78/EC offers protection to the EU citizens on the grounds of sexual 
orientation in the areas of competence of occupation, vocational training, employment and 
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working conditions and membership in organisations of workers/employers/professionals in 
both the private and public sector (Art. 3). The secondary law instrument includes both direct and 
indirect types of discrimination (Art. 2), that is, an explicit less favorable treatment (direct) and 
the disadvantage of certain social groups via apparently neutral provisions or criterion on any 
of the grounds of Art. 1, respectively. Likewise, harassment is conceptualised as discrimination 
when there is a manifest intention/effect to hurt, degrade or humiliate the person (Art. 2.3).

On the other hand, the FED enshrines the principles of positive action (art. 7) allowing 
Member States to adopt or maintain specific measures to ensure full equality on the scope 
of the directive. Article 9 requires European members to set up the necessary judicial and/
or administrative apparatuses and procedures to allow discriminated individuals to ask for the 
enforcement of obligations, while also opening up the door to the assistance of associations, 
organisations “and other legal entities” to engage with the complainant in their case.

Furthermore, the secondary law establishes that the burden of proof shifts when the 
wronged individual can establish a presumption of direct or indirect discrimination (Art. 10). In 
order to boost the low awareness of rights (Eurobarometer, 2007), the FED also includes the 
mandate to Member States to disseminate such information throughout countries (Art. 12) 
via the encouragement of social dialogue (Art. 13) and dialogue with NGOs (Art. 14). This is 
particularly important, as it might empower public litigants and LGBT+ activists in domestic 
contexts (Belavusau, 2020), forming transnational clusters of LGBT+ equality activism (Ayoub, 
2015). 

Other relevant EU secondary legislation includes Directive 2004/38/EC, which establishes 
a few important aspects for the equality of LGBT+ families in the freedom of movement within 
the Union. Particularly, Articles 2 (definitions of union citizen, family member and host member 
state) and 3 (beneficiaries) contain the relevant provisions for sexual minorities. In principle, 
the gender-neutral language of “spouse” would allow for the Directive to be applied without 
problems to cover both same-sex and opposite-sex partners (European Commission, 2021). 
Last but not least, Directive 2012/29/EU (requiring court/judicial protection for victims of hate 
crimes on the grounds of gender identity and sexual orientation), the Gender Recast Directive 
2006/54/EC and Directive 2002/73/EC (including transgender individuals), or the Asylum 
Directives (Recast Directive 2011/95/EU).

4.3. EU Tertiary Law 

4.3.1. The Court of Justice of the European Union

The Court of Justice of the European Union (CJEU) has proved to be a decisive actor in advancing 
gender equality, but its action on anti-discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation has 
been more modest. The paradigmatic Grant v. South West Trains (C-249/96, 1998) represented 
a heavy blow for the LGBT+ movement, provided the previous inclusion of transgender 
individuals via the CJEU’s jurisprudence. Subsequently, Directive 2000/78 has been the main 
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reference for the CJEU to rule involving claims of LGB people (European Commission, 2014). 
Nonetheless, few or no examples of Directive 2000/78/EC have been brought before courts, 
mostly having to do with employment-related benefits (Ibid). In landmark cases Maruko, Römer 
and Hay, the CJEU has ruled that national law placing same-gender partner in a comparable 
situation to that of spouses (e.g., benefits) cannot discriminate couples by their same-gender 
partner, otherwise it would imply direct discrimination.

Other relevant cases include ACCEPT and the Coman v. Romania on Directive 2004/38. In 
this latter case, a Romanian citizen wanted to reunify with his US same-sex partner. For the first 
time, the CJEU interpreted the Directive 2004/38/EC to assess the availability of reunification 
rights for same-sex couples (European Commission, 2014). Previously, marriage had been 
defined as the “union of two persons of the same sex” (Sweden v. Council, 2001). As an 
outcome, the CJEU ruled that EU countries had to facilitate the reunification whatever the sex 
of the partners involved, but without prescribing changes in the national regime as the ECHR 
has suggested in Oliari & Others v. Italy.

As a general overview of the action of the CJEU and paralleling the evolution of EU primary law, 
CJEU judgements on gender identity took precedence on the protection of sexual orientation. 
In this sense, all cases with transgender individuals concerned denied work and pensions 
benefits. Drawing on Directives from the extinct EEC (i.e., Directive 75/207/EEC, 75/117/EEC, 
79/7/EEC) and the article 141 of the EC Treaty on the principle of equal pay, all rulings upheld 
gender equality including transgender individuals. In relation to the judgments of the CJEU on 
sexual orientation 10 out of 14, or 71% were successful and covered a wider range of issues. 
Beyond work discrimination and pension benefits, the CJEU has buttressed EU secondary 
legislation concerning protection of homosexual asylum seekers (i.e., Directive 2011/95/
EU, Directive 2004/83/EC, Directive 2005/85/EC) and the residency rights of same-gender 
couples (i.e., Directive 2004/38/EC). Finally, the Court has struck down all cases concerning 
sexual orientation discrimination in the process of blood donation. Altogether, the CJEU has 
issued judgements addressing sexual orientation discrimination and making homogeneous 
Member States' legislation on these issues. 

4.3.2. The European Court of Human Rights

Another source of normative power to expand LGBT+ Equality is the European Court of Human 
Rights. In all the cases relating to homosexuality between 1955 and 1980 the application 
was dismissed (Edel, 2015). Nonetheless, Cooper (2011) suggests that over decades the 
Court has progressively liberalised its interpretation of Articles 8, 12 and 14 of the European 
Convention of Human Rights. Namely, concepts such as “family” and “marriage” have gone 
beyond heteronormative boundaries, and discriminative laws on the ground of sexual orientation 
have been severely scrutinised (Ibid). The most remarkable actions of the ECHR comprise the 
ban on criminalising homosexual relations between consenting adults, the right to equal sexual 
freedom (i.e. same consent age as heterosexuals), protection against physical and mental 
violence alongside access to employment, housing and other services.
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4.4. EU Institutions

4.4.1. European Parliament

The European Parliament was the first institution to ask the Commission to urge for the protection 
of gay and lesbian individuals against discrimination (European Parliament, 1984, 1994). As an 
outcome, the Commission reinforced its commitment to tackle sexual orientation discrimination 
and paved the way to include it in the Treaties (ILGA-Europe, 1998). Subsequently, the EP has 
steadily increased the number of resolutions calling to enforce LGBT+ Equality in the EU as 
a whole, single Member States like Poland or Hungary and third countries like the Philippines 
or Uganda. Remarkably, the LGBTI Intergroup since the eighth legislature is the crystallisation 
of such previous efforts with participation from 27 Member States from almost all political 
families (LGBTI-EU, 2021).

4.4.2. The European Commission

After the calls of the EP for the equality of homosexuals (1994), gays and lesbians (1998), the 
EU Commission funded programmes and reports to assess the state of LGBT+ Equality since 
1998 (ILGA-Europe, 1998). Internally, the group of EU staff Égalité was founded in 1993 to put 
an end to the discrimination within EU institutions. Since the approval of Directive 2000/78/
EC, the European executive has assessed the evolution of discrimination and awareness in 
the field of employment and the provision of services on the grounds of sexual orientation 
and gender identity. Likewise, it established the programme Progress (2007-2013), which also 
included sexual orientation discrimination as a key objective to tackle.

In the last years, the presidency of Ursula von der Leyen has become more vocal in defending 
LGBT+ rights after backlashes in Poland and Hungary. During her mandate, she launched the 
first LGBT+ EU Strategy (2020-2025) during the State of the Union (2020). Beyond this, the EC 
has initiated infringement procedures against the two Eastern governments and has threatened 
to withhold funds if these breaches in the rule of law persist.

5. Europeanisation of LGBT+ Policy (and Politics)

The central idea of Europeanisation is the reshaping of politics in domestic polity in ways 
that reflect policies, ideas, rules, norms and practices advanced through the EU system of 
governance (Arregui, 2020). This process may take place due to the fact that the EU currently 
has a great deal of capacities with considerable economic, legal and political implications for 
Member States. Within the literature, some studies analyse the EU's influence on Member 
States (‘top-down’ Europeanisation) while others the influence of Members States on EU policy 
(‘bottom-up’ Europeanisation). A standard categorisation of the impact of Europeanisation 
in Member States distinguishes among the impact on public policies, the impact on politics 
(political actors, public opinion and informal institutions) and the impact on the polity (structures 
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and patterns of governance) (Arregui, 2020). We will analyse elements of all three categories 
in the next sections. 

5.1. Implementation, Infringements and New Legislation

5.1.1. Implementation

For most countries, the new EU anti-discrimination framework demanded domestic legislation to 
include ex novo the protections of the LGBT+ community. Among the EU-15 members, only nine 
had some kind of legislation tackling discrimination on sexual orientation in employment before 
the EU Directive (Waaldijk & Bonini-Baraldi, 2006). While some states kept the scope of the 
directive restricted to employment matters on the grounds of age, disability, religion, and sexual 
orientation, a majority opted for a “single equality approach” (ILGA-Europe, 2021a). In other 
words, a similar level of social protection covered all individuals and also extended this umbrella 
to the field of access to goods and services (e.g., education, social security, healthcare, housing) 
as established in the Race Directive 2000/43/EC. Quite remarkably, most Member States have 
employed a single national act to transpose both directives (European Commission, 2014).

In the case of Spain, the transposition of the restricted Directive 2000/78/EC took place 
alongside the wide Directive 2000/43/EC on the principle of equality regardless the ethnic 
or racial origin via Ley 62/2003, de 30 de diciembre, de medidas fiscales, administrativas y 
de orden social on 31 December 2003. The incorporation of the European legislation led to 
a legal framework to counter the discrimination on racial/ethnic markers while incorporating 
the legal definition of direct and indirect discrimination. This was the result of the modification 
of the Estatuto de los Trabajadores, la Ley de Integración Social de los Minusválidos, Ley 
de Procedimiento Laboral, Ley sobre Infracciones y sanciones en el Orden Social and public 
administration legislation (Rubio-Marin, 2004). 

5.1.2. Infringements

No infringement on these grounds was found against Spain, despite approving the transposition 
some days after the December 2003 deadline. In total, the European Commission triggered 
infringement proceedings against 25 Member States between 2005 and 2007 (Ibid). The 
bulk of problems had to do with the widely varying conceptual definitions of discrimination, 
harassment or victimisation or the legal standing of interested organisations in Member States. 
In connection with procedures relating to breaches in the protection on the grounds of sexual 
orientation, six countries had to adapt their national transposition law to fit the scope of the 
FED: the Czech Republic, Latvia, Poland, Slovakia, Finland and the UK. 

5.1.3. New Legislation in Response to CJEU Rulings – Finland, Italy and Poland

Firstly, Finland initially failed to correctly transpose the FED into its national legislation on 
the grounds of sexual orientation and employment discrimination (European Commission, 
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2014). The reasons behind the infringement procedure against the Nordic country were the lack 
of completeness of discrimination based on sexual orientation and the incomplete adoption of 
guarantees regarding exceptions to the Directive linked to the nature of work. After the inputs from 
the Commission, Finnish policymakers amended, in both 2007 and 2008, the “Non-Discrimination 
Act [yhdenvertaisuuslaki (21/2004)]” (Hiltunen, 2021). Likewise, the Vaasa Administrative Court 
(August 2004) ruled that both the Constitution and the Non-discrimination Act prohibit discrimination 
on the grounds of sexual orientation and “other reasons related to a person”.

A new version of the legislation entered into force in 2015, which introduced and expanded 
the scope of both the Racial and Employment Equality Directives to almost all public and private 
activities (Hiltunen, 2021). At the same time, two other pieces of legislation further promoted 
LGBT+ Equality. On the one hand, the Gender Equality Act (2015) covered almost all domains 
in protection for both gender identity and sex characteristics. On the other hand, the Nordic 
country set up the Non-discrimination Ombudsman (2015) alongside equality action plans to 
enforce LGBT+ Equality policy. The ruling of the Supreme Administrative Court (November 2011) 
prescribed that the Finnish legal framework must include that the intention to discriminate is 
prohibited in the Equality Directives and the Non-Discrimination Act. Judges drew on the Feryn 
case of the CJEU to justify their opinion.

Conversely, the Italian case shows another picture. Unlike the other two countries, Italian 
policymakers opted to modify the Labour Code via different Legislative Decrees for race and 
ethnicity (Legislative Decree n.215 of July 9, 2003) and sexual orientation (Legislative Decree 
n.216 of July 9, 2003). As in the Spanish case, sexual orientation is only protected in the 
domain of employment and vocational training with a dysfunctional equality body which does 
not monitor sexual orientation discrimination (ILGA-Europe, 2021a). As in the two other MS, the 
Italian Constitution does not explicitly mention sexual orientation as grounds of protection in its 
Art. 3 on formal and substantive equality.

Even taking into account that Italy is not the only case of limited implementation among 
EU Member States (Bell, 2008), Lombardo & Del Giorgio (2013) state that domestic 
antidiscrimination institutions vis-a-vis other Southern European countries have been deficient in 
implementing EU legislation (Lombardo & Bustelo, 2012). Furthermore, the authors argue that 
the transposition of the directive reveals a lack of political will by the center-right government of 
Berlusconi (Forza Italia!). This strong political divide coupled with the strong culture of familism 
and the strength of the Catholic Church have resulted in “anti-discriminatory norms (...) twisted 
into discriminatory provisions or actively resisted” (Lombardo & Del Giorgio, 2013). 

Consequently, Italian individuals have turned to the ECJ to enforce Directive 2000/78 
in its protection of employment and sexual orientation. The Case C-507/18 - Associazione 
Avvocatura per i diritti LGBTI is the flagship judgement to understand the “institutionalisation, 
proceduralisation and expansion” of EU equality Law (Passalacqua, 2020). The ECJ expanded 
the scope of the FED drawing on previous rulings of Feryn and ACCEPT to discriminatory 
statements outside professional contexts by linking the recruitment policy of employers to 
their statements (Passalacqua, 2020). 
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Lastly, Poland initially introduced both Directives 2000/78 and 2000/54 via the modification 
of the Labour Code in its 2004 and 2008 amendments, which only included examples of 
grounds of discrimination (Bojarski, 2021). After the infringement procedures launched by the 
European Commission in 2010 (European Commission, 2014) which had resulted in referrals 
to the CJEU (Bojarski, 2021), Poland adopted the Equal Treatment Act (ETA, 2010) by copying 
verbatim from the Directives. This piece of law covered anti-discrimination on the grounds of 
sexual orientation only in the employment and vocational training field, while offering a wider 
scope against ethnical/racial and gender discrimination. Finally, ETA chose the Ombudsman 
as Equality Body on sexual orientation and gender identity and the Code of Civil Procedure was 
amended in 2004 to confer the right of legal standing to activism and civil society (Ibid).

Indeed, litigation mechanisms have been key to both uphold and gain new rights at the 
domestic level. Alongside EU Primary and Secondary Law, the ECHR case Kozak vs. Poland 
(2010) is the clearest example of the influence of international European institutions on the 
subsequent development of LGBT+ Equality in Poland. The advances in A.K. v. City of Warsaw 
(2012) and the Warsaw District case regarding discrimination in employment on transgender 
individuals (2020) yielded the recognition of cohabitation available to same-sex/gender 
couples and the explicit recognition of the extension of anti-discrimination to gender identity, 
respectively. The fight of the Ombudsman against the declarations of local and regional 
governments as “LGBT+ Free Areas” has been accompanied by references to the EU Charter of 
Fundamental Rights and the whole EU system as normatively binding (Bojarski, 2021).

Coupled with litigation mechanisms, the role of the European Commission in pressuring self-
declared anti-LGBT+ Polish regions has also proven to be a viable mechanism of Europeanisation. 
Shortly after the EC menaced to withhold the Next Generation and other cohesion funds 
amounting to €126 million, four out of five Polish regions retired their resolutions (BBC, 2021). 
Only the Voivodeship of Lodz remains with a declaration in place, while Podkarpackie, Lubelskie 
and Malopolskie joined Swietokrzyskie in dropping or substantially altering their original content.

Table 7.2. LGBT+ Equality Legislation across Countries.

“X” stands for national legislation, “O” for partial legislation at the subnational level, and “-“ represents the 
lack of legal acts in that domain. Own creation from Rainbow Europe 2021 (ILGA-Europe, 2021a).



116 Europeanisation of Public Policies in Spain: Opportunities and Challenges

5.2. Multi-level Governance 

At the country level, Spain tackles employment discrimination solely on the grounds of 
sexual orientation in employment, as new anti-discrimination legislation remains paralysed 
(ILGA-Europe, 2021a). Nonetheless, Spain has expanded beyond the protection for both 
sexual orientation and gender identity (SOGI) in the fields of education (LO 8/2013 de 9 
de diciembre para la mejora de la calidad educativa, Art. 9.2 and 124.2) and Health (Ley 
33/2011 de 4 de octubre General de Salud Pública, Art. 6.1). In this sense, the protection 
achieved by LGBT+ people is equivalent to that conferred by the Race Directive. Conversely, 
the scope of protection for LGBT+ individuals in the European Union is clearly inferior to the 
minimalist framework laid out in Directive 2000/43/EC for ethnic and race. Specifically, 
social protection (including social security and healthcare), social advantages, education, 
as well as access to and supply of goods and services, including housing, are included in 
the covered areas. 

Autonomous regions can legislate in those areas of competence laid out in the Spanish 
Constitution. In this sense, the decentralisation of the Spanish polity has fulfilled the gaps 
in protection in some parts of the Spanish territory. A majority of ten Spanish regions offers 
protection in at least one dimension of sexual orientation, gender identity/expression and 
sex characteristics, including the most populated regions of Andalucia, Madrid, Catalonia 
and Valencia. The Canary Islands and Extremadura protect on the grounds of gender 
identity and sexual orientation, while the Basque Country only protects gender identity on 
the grounds of employment. Finally, the two Castilles, la Rioja and Asturias do not offer 
any other protection than that of the national level on employment and sexual orientation 
(ILGA-Europe, 2021a). 

Map 7.1 shows the extent to which each Autonomous Community has developed LGBT+ 
Equality beyond the national legislation on discrimination in employment based on sexual 
orientation. Aragon, Madrid, Valencia and Catalonia head the most advanced regions in LGBT+ 
Equality, while Cantabria, the Balearic Islands and Andalucia follow closely. Murcia, Galicia, 
Navarre and Extremadura offer an intermediate level of protection and the Canary Islands 
and the Basque Country a low one. As mentioned before, the rest of regions do not offer 
any protection on the grounds of SOGISE. Nonetheless, only Catalonia and Navarre have 
established equality action plans to establish guidelines and timelines to enforce and monitor 
the anti-discrimination policies. 

In comparison to Spanish regions, Italian regions enjoy limited autonomy to regulate in 
certain areas with only five regions with special forms of self-government. Indeed, only seven 
regions possess anti-discrimination laws on the grounds of sexual orientation and gender 
identity: Umbria, Emilia-Romagna, Piedmont, Tuscany, Liguria, Marche and Sicily. The coverage 
is heavily concentrated in the traditionally left-wing areas or strongholds of the PCI and PD in 
the center and the northern cities of Torino and Genova. These regions only offer protection 
in the dimensions of access to employment and vocational training, access to goods and 
services, education and health. 
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Map 7.1. ILGA Equality Index (2021) per Spanish Autonomous Community.

Own creation from Rainbow Europe 2021 (ILGA-Europe, 2021a).

On the other hand, the case of Finland is more straightforward, provided the wide coverage 
of LGBT+ Equality at the national level. Only the Åland Islands have adapted their provincial 
legislation due to their special administrative status and exclusive policy competences in the 
areas of employment, education and social welfare with the Provincial Act on Prevention of 
Discrimination in the Province of Åland (November 2005). The scope of protection only includes 
sexual orientation, but complies with the content of the directives by going further than them. 
Namely, antidiscrimination in employment on all grounds and education, health, and goods and 
services on the grounds of sexual orientation are included (Hiltunen, 2013).

5.3. Political Parties 

Europeanisation has been regarded as a key factor in shifting the operational context of 
domestic political parties (Marks & Wilson: 2000; Ladrech, 2001; Binnema, 2002; Luther & 
Muller-Rommel, 2002). Among these we underscore both the indirect impact of constraint 
of policy ranges of national governments (Mair, 2000) and the development/consolidation 
of axis of conflict beyond economic redistribution (e.g., GAL-TAN) due to the tensions of 
economic and political Europeanisation (Marks & Wilson, 2000). Regarding the dimensions of 
change of political parties, we draw on the typology of Ladrech (2001) to analyse the factors 
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impacted by Europeanisation. Particularly, we will focus on (1) policy/programmatic content, 
(2) organisational structures and patterns of party competitions, and (3) Government relations 
and relations beyond the national party system.

Chiefly, we expect Spanish political parties and activism to Europeanise as a result of 
a socialisation process at the EU level with their colleagues, lesson-drawing from their 
counterparts, and the adoption and internalisation of European ideas, norms, discourses and 
practices. Likewise, as a result we expect a new opportunity structure that pushes political 
parties and NGOs to maximise their utility (logic of consequentialism). This would include both 
bottom-up and top-down processes.

5.3.1. Policy/Programmatic Content

Firstly, we analyse the impact of Europeanisation in the change of manifestos, rhetoric and 
discourse of political parties. We engage in content analysis employing the manifestos of 
the main political parties after Francoism (PSOE, AP/PP, PCE/IU), plus the emergence of new 
political platforms Podemos and Ciudadanos. The objectives are to assess whether manifestos 
have progressively included the measures to ensure LGBT+ Equality and whether they make 
reference to Europe as normative power to push forward these rights, in both old and new 
parties. The analysis departs from the first democratic elections (1977) to the Spanish 
general election of 2015. Findings are reproduced below in relation to the evolution of policy/
programmatic content regarding LGBT+ equality.

LGBT+ Anti-Discrimination Policy Proposals in Party Manifestos

To start, we examine the shift in problem definition and the solutions offered. The early manifestos 
of the PCE and PSOE (1977 – 1982) did not explicitly tackle the disadvantaged position of 
LGBT+ individuals. Rather, they usually consisted of vague claims to non-discrimination equality 
(PSOE, 1977) and the derogation of “outdated laws”, such as Ley de Peligrosidad Social (PSOE, 
1982). From 1986 on, the newly founded IU presented a manifesto with measures aimed at 
eliminating discrimination against “homosexuals” by explicitly mentioning the action of “other 
European governments” and the findings of modern science. On the other hand, PSOE made 
its first explicit compromise to anti-discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation in 1996 
(PSOE, 1996). Since then, both political parties have converged in their demands of anti-
discrimination/equality of rights, affirmative action and hate speech/crime laws.

The main Spanish right-wing party Alianza Popular (AP) never included any relevance to 
homosexuality or anti-discrimination protections for LGBT+ individuals. Social policy proposals 
remained with the promotion of the “Christian conception of the family and their permanent 
values” (AP, 1977) alongside the progressive inclusion of gender equality. This morality stance 
the Catholic Church to delimit the boundaries of the category of marriage (AP, 1979). Their 
successor, Partido Popular (PP), continued with this trend up to 2015. First, it introduced a 
general measure to “keep working for equality in all domains and fight against any kind of 
discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation and/or gender identity” ( PP, 2015). As 
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corollary, it also vowed to include measures to tackle LGBT+ discrimination in the National Plan 
Against Bullying (Plan Nacional de Lucha contra el Acoso).

Finally, newcomers Ciudadanos and Podemos both included anti-discrimination proposals in 
their first manifestos to the European 2014 elections and the Spanish general election of 2015. 
The first party listed measures to tackle discrimination both on the grounds of sexual orientation 
and gender identity, plus affirmative action campaigns and policies (Ciudadanos, 2015). In the 
same fashion, Podemos (2015) proposed national legislation to prohibit discrimination on the 
grounds of sexual orientation and gender identity, plus a reform of the Art. 14 of the Spanish 
Constitution to encompass these social markers and the development of affirmative action 
programmes.

Conception of Europe around LGBT+ Equality

The conception of the EU and its institutions in relation to LGBT+ equality have experienced 
a dramatic change over the years. Both IU and PSOE referred to the EU's normative authority 
in their domestic and European manifestos. They have defended the implementation of the 
measures laid out by the Resolution against Transsexuals’ discrimination (1989) and the Roth 
Report (1994) to achieve LGBT+ equality throughout the EU (IU, 1999) in matters such as 
civil unions (PSOE, 2000). Furthermore, both political parties invoked Directive 2000/78/
EC (Employment) and Directive 2000/54/EC (Race/Ethnic) to ensure the real and effective 
implementation of anti-discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation and other social 
markers (IU, 2011; PSOE, 2004, 2008). 

The Spanish Socialist Party even opened the possibility to expand the Charter of 
Fundamentals Rights (CFR) to encompass goods and services and develop a National Plan 
to tackle discriminations listed in Art. 21 (PSOE, 2008). However, both the alternative left 
and center-left coincided in mentioning the EU programme Progress (2007-2013) in their 
programmes (IU, 2011; PSOE, 2011). Likewise, the first manifesto of Podemos (2014) called for 
the end of discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation and gender identity in a “Feminist 
Europe” that must effectively guarantee the application of the CFR and the development of a 
European legal framework. To conclude, Ciudadanos (2015) invoked the recommendations of 
the European Union in anti-discrimination on gender identity and sexual orientation to impulse 
a comprehensive LGBT+ legislation bill. The right-wing party AP/PP remains the only one which 
has not explicitly invoked the normative power of the European Union to buttress their proposals 
on LGBT+ Equality.

5.3.2 Relations Beyond the National Party System and Patterns of Party Competition

Secondly, Spanish politicians have engaged in uploading their preferences in the European 
Parliament. One way of doing so has been the participation in the LGBTI Intergroup of the 
EP since the eight legislature. MEPs come from several domestic political groups which are 
affiliated to different European political families — a total of 16 MEPs or 29.6% of all Spanish 
MEPs participated with a majority of Socialists, Green, Liberal and Alternative Left. The tendency 
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has continued in the ninth legislature, with 14 MEPs or 23.7% of Spanish MEPs present in the 
largest group of the EP (LGBTI-EU, 2021). 

Analysis of the votes on whole resolutions and specific paragraphs of proposals across the 
2006-2021 period shows that all Spanish political parties in the European Parliament have 
uploaded national preferences at the EU level (see Figure 7.1). Almost all Spanish MEPs across 
all groups have steadily voted in favor of LGBT+ Equality, with S&D, ALDE/Renew, Greens/
EFA and GUE/NGL as the most pro-LGBT+ groups. On the other hand, MEPs of the Spanish 
Popular Party exhibit a considerable support for these resolutions and sometimes a tendency 
to abstain rather than to vote against, while the radical right party VOX (ECR) has voted against 
most initiatives.

Moreover, the Spanish Popular Party has demonstrated a higher group cohesion than the 
European Group across all LGBT+ resolutions, except for one paragraph referring to the EU 
Strategy for Equality Gender Post 2015. EPP MEPs have converged in voting for resolutions on 
Homophobia in Europe (2006), Human Rights, Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity at the UN 
(2011), the Fight Against Homophobia (2012), most aspects of the Situation of Fundamental 
Rights in the EU (2018), Uganda (2019), and the declaration of the EU as an LGBTIQ Freedom 
Zone (2021). Despite national differences, Christian-Democrats and Conservatives in Europe 
have progressively supported a majority of LGBT+ Equality resolutions.   

The Spanish Popular Party has rebelled against the majority of the EPP 5 times out of 18 
resolutions and paragraphs (i.e., 27.7%).  Significantly, the alteration of party competition 
dynamics at the domestic (and European) level with the entry of VOX in the European 
Parliament appears to have affected the loyalty of the Spanish EPP members. While the 
radical right party has consistently voted against LGBT+ Equality alongside the ECR Group 
majority, the PP voted against the resolution about the Art. 7.1 (TEU), Hungary and Poland 
and did abstain in the resolution about LGBTI rights and breaches in EU Law in Hungary. 
The fact that resolutions affecting current EU Member States exhibit less support from PP 
may also suggest conditionality on the propensity to disobey vote instructions.

5.3.3. Organisational Structures

Finally as in the case of policy/programmatic content, the IU was the first political party to 
create a section within the party  — Área de Libertad de Expresión Afectivo-Sexual (ALEAS) was 
founded in 1994 as the crystallisation of previous movements in the PCE and the rejection 
of an anti-discrimination proposition of law. Likewise, PSOE created the LGBT+ federation in 
1999, and the Christian-Democratic PP did so with Plataforma de Gays y Lesbianas. This 
reflects the same trend as in other EU countries — other political parties in the United Kingdom 
(LGBT+ Labour, 1975), France (Homosexualités et Socialisme, PSF, 1983), and Austria (Grüne 
Andesrum, 1996).
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Figure 7.1. Proportion of Votes in Favor, Abstentions and Against LGBT+ Resolutions (2006 
– 2021) per Spanish Parties Within EU Political Groups. 

Note: Own creation from EU VoteWatch 2006 – 2021 (VoteWatch Europe, 2021).

5.4 Social Value/Public Opinion Change 

In the light of the sudden change of both attitudes towards homosexuality and other forms of 
sexual dissidence and the impressive expansion of protection of LGBT+ people, we must ask 
what role has the European Union had in driving this change. We argue that integration into the 
EU has implied both (1) an adaptation of Spain to its normative framework (what is acceptable 
and what is not), and (2) the transformation of Spain from a “consumer” in LGBT+ Equality to 
a “producer” of policies.

To start, it is important to recognise that the changes in social values regarding sexuality 
and/or sexual minorities started to evolve before Spain’s accession to the EU. As sexual activism 
or even the diffusion of pro-LGBT+ content was prosecuted, two main factors contributed 
to push forward the attitudes of Spaniards in relation to homosexuals. First, the boom of 
international tourism and the construction of the image “Spain is different” contributed to both 
relax sexuality norms and create a binary Francoist Spain–Free Europe. Second, and partially 
as a consequence of tourism, the economic development contributed to create middle classes. 
As Inglehart (2015) points out, economic development breeds the interest for post-material 
issues once materialistic interests are taking for granted and intergenerational generation 
ensures, such as gender and LGBT+ equality. 

We operationalise the input from the EU as the normative power derived from the 
general principles of EU law and its secondary legislation. Central to this rationale is the 
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pro-equality and anti-discrimination direction of the EU law in relation to gender equality. 
In close connection to the evolution of the EU’s approach to LGBT+ equality, a normative 
view of the European Union conceives it as “an aspirational entity and symbolic space of 
belonging… [for] LGBTQI persons” Ammaturo, 2017, p.2. Here we agree with the author’s 
suggestion that the defense of their rights is at the core of the European identity and 
European citizenship. In this fashion, the European Union rises as a symbolic power able 
to develop social citizenship (Hervey, 1998), whose rights can be employed as “heuristic 
devices” for activists (Kingdom, 1996).

In a comparative manner, we will contrast the evolution of Spain with other three different 
countries (Italy, Finland and Poland) in the dimensions of general social acceptance of 
homosexuality and the awareness of discrimination plus contacts with LGBT+ individuals. 
We will capture the first dimension by employing the variables “Justifiable: Homosexuality” 
(0-10) and “Neighbor: Homosexual” (0-1) in the Integrated Values Survey (1981-2021), 
which encompasses the waves of the WVS and the EVS. On the other hand, Eurobarometer 
waves will be the primary data to assess the perception of the country’s level of homophobia/
transphobia and existence of outgroup contacts with sexual and gender minorities. 

5.4.1. Social Acceptance

According to the Integrated Values Survey 1981-20211, Spain has undergone one of the 
most remarkable shifts in public opinion regarding homosexuality throughout the European 
Union. If before joining the EU only 12.1% (1981) of Spaniards thought homosexuality was 
“completely justifiable”, the figure has steadily risen over time to the detriment of stronger 
homophobia (see Figure 7.2). Two trends clearly show the evolution of attitudes. First, the 
pace of change is faster in general for Spain, particularly in the years just before and after 
accession. Second, there is a progressive convergence of Spain, Finland and Italy in the 
justifiability of homosexuality, with Poland almost having doubled its approval but still below 
the threshold of 5 (i.e., the distribution of attitudes among Polish individuals still reflects 
prevalent homophobia in society).

Second, the percentage of Spaniard citizens mentioning homosexuality as one ground not to 
want someone as neighbor has collapsed (see Figure 7.3). While almost 30% of the population 
would not want a gay or lesbian person next door back in 1990, the number has dropped to 
less than half in the recent years. As in the previous case, the intra-EU comparison reveals 
that there is a convergence in the decrease of individuals declaring they would rather not have 
“homosexual neighbors” in Spain, Italy and Finland. Likewise, Poland more than halves its 
opposition to sexual minorities living nearby. 

1 Integration of all waves of the European Values Survey and the World Values Survey during the period.a
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Figure 7.2. IVS – Justifiability of Homosexuality (Cross-Country)

Note: Graph includes interpolation for Italy (1994-1998 and 2010-2014) and Finland (2010-2014).

Figure 7.3. IVS – Avoiding Homosexual Neighbors (Cross-Country)

Note: Graph includes interpolation for Italy (1994-1998 and 2010-2014) and Finland (2010-2014).
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5.4.2. Discrimination Against LGBT+ Individuals and Intergroup Contact

On the other hand, Spanish citizens perceive discrimination on the grounds of sexual 
orientation and gender identity as very or fairly widespread in society. Moreover, there 
has been a positive evolution over time for gays, lesbians and bisexuals — the number 
of respondents has shifted from 45.7% (2009) to 63.6% (2019). On the contrary, the 
perception of discrimination on the grounds of gender identity has stood its ground during 
the period 2012–2019 and remains slightly over the majority of the population (57.5%). 
Likewise, intersex people register the lowest score of concern and the highest proportion 
of DK/NA (47% and 14.3%, respectively). Spaniards have also considerably expanded 
their LGBT+ acquaintances and/or friends. Close to 70% of the Spanish population knows 
someone gay, lesbian or bisexual (2019) and the knowledge of transgender individuals has 
doubled in 7 years, now amounting to 2 out of 10 Spaniards. 

In comparison to Spain, Italy displays a higher recognition of very or fairly widespread 
discrimination against sexual orientations beyond heterosexuality, the gender binary and 
unequivocal sex characteristics. Nonetheless, Italy and Poland are also the countries with less 
direct contact with LGBT+ individuals and less knowledge alongside more denial (“Non-existent” 
discrimination) about their discrimination situation within the country, particularly those non-
normative individual within the LGBT+ community (i.e., transgender and intersex people).

Table 7.3. Eurobarometer – Perception of Discrimination per Sexual 0rientation/Gender 
Identity/ Sex Characteristics (Cross-Country).

Sexual Orientation*

S.O.
EB 2009 EB 2012 EB 2019

ES PL FI IT ES PL FI IT ES PL FI IT

V. 
Widespread

10.0% 18.0% 7.6% 15.5% 10.4% 13.6% 8.4% 17.1% 12.9% 14.0% 4.3% 21.2%

F. 
Widespread

35.7% 38.8% 44.6% 48.8% 36.4% 34.7% 43.2% 49.9% 40.7% 36.1% 37.1% 47.1%

F. Rare 36.8% 26.4% 41.2% 24.5% 37.7% 29.7% 42.7% 21.9% 32.1% 23.9% 40.8% 21.3%

V. Rare 15.1% 8.1% 5.8% 9.5% 15.4% 11.4% 4.7% 8.0% 11.3% 17.9% 10.2% 6.3%

“Non-
existent” 
(Spont)

2.4% 8.7% 0.9% 1.7% 0.1% 10.6% 1.1% 3.1% 0.9% 1.8% 0.2% 1.2%

DK/NA - - - - - - - - 2.0% 6.3% 7.5% 2.9%

* "Each person’s capacity for profound emotional, affectional and sexual attraction to, and intimate and 
sexual relations with, individuals of a different gender or the same gender or more than one gender." (ILGA-
Europe, 2021b).
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Gender Identity*

G.I.
EB 2012 EB 2019

ES PL FI IT ES PL FI IT

Very Widespread 14.3% 11.1% 11.4% 18.0% 14.7% 12.3% 8.5% 26.3%

Fairly Widespread 43.2% 30.6% 42.3% 51.3% 42.8% 30.4% 32.8% 39.9%

Fairly Rare 30.7% 32.7% 39.0% 20.0% 24.7% 24.4% 27.4% 17.4%

Very Rare 11.8% 13.4% 6.3% 7.0% 8.1% 18.5% 10.9% 6.7%

“Non-existent” (Spont.) 0.1% 12.2% 1.0% 3.6% 1.5% 3.3% 0.5% 2.5%

DK/NA - - - - 8.3% 11.2% 19.9% 7.1%

* "Each person’s deeply felt internal and individual experience of gender, which may or may not correspond with 
the sex assigned at birth, including the personal sense of the body (…) and other expressions of gender, including 
dress, speech, and mannerism." (ILGA-Europe, 2021b).

Sex Characteristics*

S.C.
EB 2019

ES PL FI IT

Very Widespread 10.6% 8.5% 6.1% 20.0%

Fairly Widespread 36.4% 27.0% 23.6% 37.7%

Fairly Rare 25.0% 27.6% 30.0% 20.4%

Very Rare 10.9% 19.1% 15.5% 8.9%

“Non-existent” (Spont.) 2.7% 4.1% 0.8% 2.9%

DK/NA 14.3% 13.7% 24.0% 10.0%

* "A term that refers to a person’s chromosomes, anatomy, hormonal structure and reproductive organs." (ILGA-
Europe, 2021b).

6. Conclusions

The main mechanisms of Europeanisation within LGBT+ policies in Spain have included 
a combination of micro, meso and macro factors. All have played and continue playing an 
important role. On the one hand, we have shown that before LGBT+ rights were officially 
recognised in Spain there was already a majority of the Spanish public opinion supporting 
those rights (micro pattern). In fact, endogenous processes of social value modernisation and 
public opinion change have been stronger in Spain than in the rest of EU countries thanks to the 
embeddedness of the democratic transition coupled with EU accession. In this sense, the factual 
and normative value of the acquis communitaire (mixed rational-sociological approach) and the 
rational use of these inputs by domestic actors to achieve strategic objectives (consequential 
approach) has been a catalyst of this process.
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Then, political parties (first left-wing and subsequently,to a lesser extent, centre-right 
parties) and activist groups have also played an important role for the emergence of LGBT+ 
rights (meso level). We also demonstrated the relevance  of EU actors (mainly the EP and to 
a lesser extent the European Commission) pushing to formulate EU principles based on anti-
discrimination policies since the late 1990s. This has been particularly certain for primary 
legislation. This would be subsequently developed to some extent by secondary legislation 
(macro mechanisms operating within a top-down pattern). 

In this sense, the implementation process of Directive 2000/78/EC also proves the 
theoretical and empirical importance of domestic arena features, such as institutional veto 
points. Although the government of the right-wing Partido Popular applied the Directive correctly, 
the framework employed is minimalist (Rubio-Marín, 2004). Specifically, the coverage of direct 
discrimination, material scope and the definition of interest groups are the major shortcomings 
of the Spanish transposition of the FED (Waaldijk & Bonini-Baraldi, 2006). On the other hand, 
Spain has not Europeanised as result of EU Tertiary Legislation (i.e., rulings of the CJEU), as 
other countries (Poland, Finland and Italy) did, nor has it updated anti-discrimination laws to 
provide higher coverage as Finland. 

As a result of the legislative gridlock of an integral anti-discrimination law, Spanish 
regions have filled the gap via their self-government. Analysis shows that most Autonomous 
Communities have passed extra legislation to protect LGBT+ individuals to various degrees 
at the subnational level. In comparison to the Italian, Finnish and Polish cases, the degree of 
legislative development at the regional level indicates that the more tolerant and/or diverse 
approach towards LGBT+ individuals has translated into wider protections not yet developed at 
the national level. On the other hand, Spanish political parties have extensively Europeanised 
their discourse and policy content, organisational structures, relationships beyond the party 
system and party competition dynamics.

Not only did Spain easily converge with the rest of Member States on homosexuality, but it 
has also extensively modified its politics and policy in its interplay with the EU. In a scenario of 
“clustered convergence”, Spain has converted from being a “consumer” of policies and practices 
regarding LGBT+ Equality into a “producer”. This holds obvious implications for both the decision-
making at the EU level, EU integration and the normative aspects of the EU. Particularly, because 
the current political cycle has witnessed an increase in the backlash against LGBT+ rights. So 
far, the EU has responded by buttressing the principles of Equality of LGBT+ individuals as 
key for the Union. More attention should be paid to the existing current divisions in the Council 
regarding the expansion of LGBT+ Equality beyond employment and sexual orientation, and the 
negative outcomes this clustered convergence or asymmetrical levels of protection entails for 
LGBT+ populations in terms of health, stigma and economic well-being.   

To conclude, the existence of these top-down mechanisms (particularly primary legislation) 
have exercised a relevant impact on the micro and meso level mechanisms studied in this paper. 
In fact, empirical research shows that a match between citizens´ preferences and decisions 
made in the EU secondary legislation is a highly unsual occurrence (Arregui & Creighton, 2018). 
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This is why it is relevant that issues related to rights are already contained within primary 
legislation, which has clearly been operating for LGBT + rights in a top-down pattern. At the 
same time, these mechanisms are relevant insofar as it strengthens the democratic legitimacy 
of the integration process. Once these individual rights have started to emerge within the EU, 
the process of integration has not only been moving in the direction of promoting the economic 
rationale fostering the integration process, but also the relevance of the integration process 
for EU citizens and,  therefore, increasing the EU legitimacy in the eyes of EU citizens (Arregui, 
2012). Indeed, equal and rights treatment was initially considered by key EU actors as having 
an instrumental role in the pursuit of the EU's economic goals. 

Further studies should examine to what extent the Europeanisation of LGBT+ policies spill 
over into other dimensions, such as the sanction of hate speech and crimes, or the guidelines 
applied by different European MS to include a sexual diverse approach to foreign policy. This 
way we could examine whether the inputs provided by Europe have had further consequences 
beyond anti-discrimination and affirmative action. On the other hand, it would also be interesting 
to assess to what extent LGBT+ activism has increasingly seen Brussels as a policy venue 
to press for EU-wide changes, and what impact the promotion of LGBT+ Equality has had 
in accessing countries such as Montenegro or Turkey, and what factors are behind possible 
convergences or asymmetries.
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The Europeanisation of Spanish 
Science and Innovation Policies: From 

Inspiration to Substitution
LAURA CRUZ-CASTRO AND LUIS SANZ-MENÉNDEZ

1. Introduction 

This chapter analyses the potential effects that European Union (EU) membership has had 
on Spain in the Science, Technology and Innovation (STI) policy domain. In other words, we 
examine the traceable influence of the EU on Spanish STI policy (STIP).1

STIP is generally associated with a government’s capability to identify, select, prioritise, or 
steer national scientific and technological objectives, but the core of this policy refers to the 
allocation of public resources and the funding and promotion of Research and Technological 
Development (RTD). STIP is a distributive policy (Lowi, 1972) in which the key factors and 
dynamics are not mainly driven by voter preferences or party politics, but by interest groups, 
experts and bureaucracies.

In most country configurations, this policy domain is highly related with two others: Higher 
education (HE) and Industry and competitiveness. Yet, the EU has limited competencies in HE, 
while industry and competitiveness policies are part of the core EU competencies.

The objective of the chapter is twofold: first, to provide a general overview of EU and 
Spanish STI policies; second, to address the scope, type and meaning of the processes of 
Europeanisation and the barriers that domestic factors have created. 

Although the influence of the EU on the setting of national policies and institutions is one 
dimension of Europeanisation (Olsen, 2002), it is necessary to avoid confusion and conceptual 
stretching (Radaelli, 2003). One common definition considers it as a set of “processes of 
(a) construction, (b) diffusion and (c) institutionalisation of formal and informal rules, 
procedures, policy paradigms, styles, "ways of doing things" and shared beliefs and 

1 Despite some differences, we use Science, Technology and Innovation (STI), Research and Technological Devel-
opment (RTD) and Research and Development (R&D) and Innovation as almost interchangeable terms.
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norms which are first defined and consolidated in  the making of EU decisions and then 
incorporated in the logic of domestic discourse, identities, political structures and public 
policies” (Radaelli, 2003: 30). Europeanisation is different from European integration or 
convergence, which in the area of R&D and Innovation is some times assessed in terms of 
outcomes (Borras, 2019).

Adopting a concept that emphasises processes implies that we should search for traces 
of EU influence on various domains such as political structures, public policies, normative 
discourses or funding. Additionally, the study of the Europeanisation of national policies 
involves some methodological challenges that we need to keep in mind. 

Firstly, while it is sensible to assume that EU membership could produce effects through 
diffusion and adaptation processes based on various forms of isomorphism (Di Maggio & 
Powell, 1983), it is also necessary to acknowledge that the domestic strategic responses for 
adaptation could also be related with “non-compliance” (Oliver, 1989), like avoidance, defiance 
or manipulation. 

Secondly, we need to avoid confirmatory bias (Møller & Skaaning, 2021) by systematically 
assessing alternative causal explanations of outcomes and tracing the process by which the 
proposed causal effects are produced (Bennett & Checkel, 2015).

In practice, to cope with the methodological challenges of attribution, we should check if: (a) 
since EU membership, we could identify changes in policies and institutions; (b) the changes 
could be logically attributed to causal factors and processes that have an identifiable source in 
the EU, and we could suggest mechanisms; and (c) there are no alternative plausible causes, 
unrelated with the EU, that could account for the same outcomes.

The empirical conclusion of this chapter is that while Europeanisation of discourse is high 
as source of legitimation, Europeanisation of policies and institutional changes have been 
moderate. However, the increasing reliance of the Spanish STIP on EU funding sources is likely 
to increase the impact. In the early years, the diffusion of policy models and frameworks (the 
ideas or the “instrumental beliefs” (Hall, 2009) that were taken as inspiration) played the 
main transmission role. In this century, financial resource flows (mainly through the European 
structural and investment funds (ESIF) for STI) have become more important in shaping the 
policies and institutions; the actions of national policy coordination, triggered by the Lisbon 
strategy, the European Research Area (ERA) and the European Semester are also relevant 
but mainly at the discourse level. 

The rest of the chapter is structured as follows: in section 2, we address the objectives and 
the institutional construction of the EU STIP and the changes over the last decades, including 
the increasing relevance of EU Regional policy for research and innovation. In section 3, we 
address the potential impact of EU policies on the evolution of Spanish STI governance and 
policies, as well as the processes through which EU policy and funding potentially influences 
Spanish STIP; we present cases that could be accounted as Europeanisation and cases with 
alternative explanations. We end with some reflections about potential future developments 
based on analysis of the aftermath of the COVID-19 crisis.
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2. The European Promotion of Competitiveness through 
Knowledge Investments and R&D Collaboration as a Context 
for Research and Innovation Policies in Spain 

European funding for research activities was envisaged in the first Community Treaties, related 
to coal and steel and nuclear energy, and was extended in the early 1980s to other areas 
such as telecommunications, semiconductors, new materials, etc., with the establishment of 
a European Framework Programme. RTD policy was subsequently integrated in the Treaties 
since the Single European Act (SEA), as a shared competence between the EU and its Member 
States (MS) (Guzzetti, 1995; Peterson & Shap, 1998; Sanz-Menéndez, 2001; Sanz-Menendez 
& Borrás, 2001; Mitzner, 2021).

However, STIP is not the only EU policy influencing the Spanish STIP. Regional development 
and cohesion policies, especially after the end of the nineties, have played a key role in 
contributing to the design, funding and implementation of innovation policies in regions 
(Landabaso, 2012).

2.1. The Construction of the EU STI Policy Domain 
Objectives, instruments and institutional arrangements of EU STI policy have changed over time; 
they are a collection of instruments defined for different objectives and it is not clear that they 
are a coherent set of actions (Reillon, 2017). Despite some improvements in Horizon Europe 
(9th Framework programme, 2021-27), the EU STIP actions are fragmented and managed by 17 
different European Commission (EC) directorates (Wilson, 2021). 

The current institutional setting of the European RTD policy was last defined in the Lisbon 
Treaty (2007), in the Title XIX of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU). EU 
objectives in this domain were partially redefined stating that “the Union shall have the objective 
of strengthening its scientific and technological bases by achieving a European research area 
in which researchers, scientific knowledge and technology circulate freely, and encouraging it 
to become more competitive, including in its industry, while promoting all the research activities 
deemed necessary by virtue of other chapters of the Treaties” (art 179.1 TFEU). 

EU STIP works under the subsidiarity principle,2 recognising MS competences and, therefore, 
assigning a significant role to Union initiatives for improving coordination, consistency and 
coherence between the Union and Member States' RTD Policies (art. 181 TFEU).

Since inception, EU RTD policy has significantly changed (see Table 8.1), albeit keeping 
some essential features from the funding years in the 1980s.

2 The status of the EU RTD policies is singular, as they are neither “exclusive” nor shared competencies: “In 
the areas of research, technological development and space, the Union shall have competence to carry out 
activities, in particular to define and implement programmes; however, the exercise of that competence shall not 
result in Member States being prevented from exercising theirs.” (art.4.3. TFEU)
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Table 8.1. Highlights on Stages, Milestones, Instruments Type and Institutionalisation of EU 
Research and Innovation Policies: Instrumental Layering and Conversion

Reference 
Year

Emergent Instrument 
Type3 

Policy and Legal 
Institutionalisation

Discourse and Policy 
Objectives

50s, 60s, 
70s 

Organisation 
Direct RTD implementation 
(e.g., JRC)

CECE (1951), EEC (1956), 
& Euratom (1956) Treaties

RTD for focalised policy 
issues

80s, 90s, Treasury
RTD Funding (Framework 
Program)

Council decision FP1 (1981) 
(Unanimity 235 ECC)
SEA (1985) (Title VI)

RTD for industrial 
competitiveness
Enlarging S&T areas of 
action

00s Nodality (Information)
Improving Coordination 
of National and EU 
RTD Policies through 
benchmarking and mutual 
learning (Open Method of 
Coordination-OMC)

“Lisbon Strategy” EU 
Council Summit (2000)
Lisbon Treaty (2007) (Title 
XIX)

Strengthening the RTD 
basis
European Research Area 
(ERA)
Promotion of (industrial) 
competitiveness 
Joint initiatives

10s Information and 
correction
“Reinforced” National 
Policy Coordination 
(European Semester)

Regulation (EU) on the 
prevention and correction 
of macroeconomic 
imbalances (TFEU 121(6)) 
(2011)

Incorporation of RTD into 
the “Economic Policy” 
coordination 

Road to the Future… Is more authority needed?

20s ??? Instrumental integration 
and Authority?
EU Funding and National 
Policies Coordination 
arranged together?

Council Regulation on 
MMF(2021-27) (2020)
Council Regulation on EU 
Recovery instrument (2021-
23)  Next GenerationEU & 
Resilience and Recovery 
Facility (2020)

RTD policy increasingly 
embedded in other 
objectives (Green 
Deal, Climate Change, 
Digitalisation, ..)
More Fragmentation and 
increasing competition for 
resources.

Source: Own elaboration

The RTD policy was mainly defined with the aim of improving the competitiveness of 
European industry; its actions promoted transnational cooperation and operated as distributive 
funding for the R&D activities of firms, universities or research centers. It is allocated directly 
by the European Commission using competitive mechanisms, and organised mainly around 
a multiannual EU funding instrument: the RTD Framework Programme (FP). Intervention was 
subsidiary of national RTD policies.

The EU RTD action is implemented through financial and treasury instruments (Hood, 
1983; Hood & Margetts, 2007). The amount of resources has increased for Horizon Europe 

3 We use the classical Hood (1983) typology: Nodality, Authority, Treasure and Organisation (NATO).
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(9th FP 2021-27) and other sectorial programs to almost 100,000 million EUR (88,700 million 
euros in constant prices 2018), an increase of 29% compared to the 2014-20 Multiannual 
Financial Framework (MFF) (Wilson, 2021). Now, the RTD budget represents around 9% of the 
total EU budget, a significant increase considering that the share represented less than 2% 
thirty years ago (Reillon, 2017, p. 25; Spinaci, 2021).

The FP operation promotes a dynamic in which the Commission tries to maximise participation, 
and each MS is concerned about maximising returns to contributions, a dynamic that leads to 
spending dispersion and policy fragmentation, and to a considerable degree of inertia. Even if 
MS aim to influence the definition of the STIP activities, the FPs’ rules of operation imply that 
the EC does not depend on national governments but can directly interact with research actors. 
There is an institutional lock-in, linked to the distributive nature of FP style research policy, 
and to the existence of clienteles among research and innovation communities interested in 
preserving the status quo (Langfeldt et al., 2012).

The 2007 Lisbon Treaty defined the support for the strengthening of scientific and technological 
bases as a legitimate activity by itself, not subordinate to (industrial) competitiveness. The 
Treaty formulation culminated the debates and negotiations opened since the 2000 Lisbon 
Summit, and the launching of the European Commission initiative on “A European Research 
Area (ERA)4” (EC, 2000), in favour of changing the nature of the RTD Policy and improving 
coordination of STI national policies. 

The Lisbon Strategy implied the setting up of an “Open Method of Coordination” (OMC) 
(Borrás & Jakobson, 2004; Borras & Radaelli, 2011), that has changed over the years and has 
served multiple purposes. However, the Lisbon agenda did not provide any hard enforcement 
mechanisms. This has hindered its effectiveness, because the benchmarking of research and 
the emulation implied by the OMC have been not sufficient to promote national reforms in 
countries facing strong obstacles (Boyer, 2011). 

In sum, the EU RTD policy is mainly financial and its effects are different across countries 
depending on STI capabilities and institutional arrangments. At the same time, some policy 
changes have emerged with more focus on policy ideas and European integration, placing 
greater emphasis on the coordination of national policies and on increasing synergies and 
coherence. Despite the rhetorical and discursive Europeanisation of STIP, especially for 
countries with limited public administration capabilities and funding resources, those changes 
have not yet modified the dominant distributive nature of this policy.

The EU RTD policy initiatives and instrument mix have changed over the years, mainly 
through a process of layering and conversion (Mahoney & Thelen, 2009; Howlett & Rayner, 
2013; Capano, 2019). This slow change process was mainly due to the big Member States’ 
resistance to reform (displacement), the inertia of bureaucratic politics, and the creation of 
a very strong policy network and clienteles around the distribute instrument (the FP) and the 
European Commission (Banchoff, 2002). 

4 There is evidence that the “research area” idea, in line with “single market” process, was raised many years ago 
(André, 2007; Guzzetti, 2011).
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Another push for reinforcing the coordination with national STI policies (at least rhetorically) 
came in 2011 with the “European Semester”.5 RTD indicators and policies were included in the 
“scoreboard” as critical activities for growth and productivity, and recommendations for reform 
in science and innovation became part of the regular assessment of economic policy, but in 
very different forms depending on the country.

In the path of the Lisbon Strategy at the Barcelona Summit in March 2002, the EU Council 
defined a quantitative target of the 3% of the GDP for R&D expenditure by 2010; the target 
was delayed and included as part of the objectives of Europe 2020 (EC 2010) that guide the 
European Semester.

In order to have a picture of the influence of EU R&D funding in the different countries, 
Figure 8.1 shows that the EC directly finances 6.6% of the total EU public R&D funding in 
Europe-27. However, there are significant differences by country. 

Figure 8.1. Public Funded R&D Expenditure. Share (%) Financed by the EC of Total R&D 
Financed by the Public Sector 2017

Source: DG Research and Innovation. Science, research and innovation performance of the EU 2020 .  
SRIP 2020 Report. Figure 5.1-20, p. 276

For some EU countries, the EC funding represents more than 20% of the total public R&D 
funding. For Spain, the figure in 2017 was 9.9%, the highest share among the big EU countries, 
while in 2020, it grew to 11% of the total, showing the increasing reliance of the Spanish STI 
system on EU RTD funding.

5 EU Regulation no 1176/2011 of the European Parliament and the Council on the prevention and correction of 
macroeconomic imbalances.
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2.2. The Innovation Turn of the EU Regional Development Policy 
The increasing relevance of RTD in other policies, facilitated the availability of more European 
resources for STIP. In the 1990s, EU regional development policy consolidated as a favourable 
space for regional innovation policy (Sharp, 1998; Landabaso, 1993, 2000). The redefinition 
of the EU Regional Policies, along with the inclusion of the cohesion principle in the Maastricht 
Treaty (1992), favoured EU structural and investment funds (ESIF) to become a source of 
funding for RTD and Innovation at the regional level.

Innovation in the context of regional policies gained further relevance with Europe 2020 
strategy. The idea of Smart Specialisation based on regional assets also gained momentum 
(Foray, 2015). The EU Regional Development Policy, in the context of the MFF 2014-20, 
also significantly increased its focus on intangible investments and innovation. National and 
Regional Research and Innovation Strategies for Smart Specialisation (RIS3 strategies) were 
requested for regions to receive EU ESIF funding.

To provide an idea of what each instrument (FP versus ESIF) weighs in the transfer of funds 
from the EU to the MS, the balance corresponding to the financial perspectives 2007-2013 is 
presented in Figure 8.2. 

Figure 8.2. Distribution of EU Expenditure on Research, Development and Innovation 
(Framework Programme 7 and Structural funds). Share of the Total by Country  

and % From ESIF Funding by Country, 2007-2013 

Source: The Royal Society (2015). The role of the EU in funding UK Research. 

In some MS (e.g., Netherlands, Belgium, Sweden or Denmark), the FP funding (transferred 
directly to the research performing actors) represent more than 80% of EU RTD funds; thus 
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greater Europeanisation of actors can be expected. The EU funds for R&D and innovation mostly 
reach another group of countries via “Structural Funds”; for example, in Poland they represent 
almost 95% of EU funding for RTD. In Spain, 2 out of 3 euros received from European funds did 
not go directly to the research actors (as is the case of FP funding), but were distributed through 
Spanish public administrations, hiding the visibility of EU funding sources. 

3. The Moderate Europeanisation of Spanish Research and 
Innovation Policies: Shared Rhetorical Objectives without 
Institutional Transformation

Generally speaking, the EU STIP is not an area where specific objectives, legislation or policy 
instruments have to be put in place by the MS in order to comply with EU regulations. There are 
shared objectives and general ideas in most cases, defined as visions (e.g., ERA, SFRI, etc.), 
but the lack of European legislation makes it difficult to predict mechanisms of adaptation, 
in the cases where the subsidiarity principle dominates, and “soft” frameworks are in place 
(Graziano & Vink, 2006). 

Two main drivers are introduced by European action: financial resources and policy ideas, 
models and instruments, along with  indicators and benchmarks. We address three main areas 
of potential “Europeanisation”: (1) political structures and institutional settings, (2) policy 
design and instruments, and (3) R&D expenditures.

In the first decades of Spanish EU membership, the diffusion of policy ideas and models 
inspired the design of Spanish RTD policies; later, policy targets such as the 3% were adopted. 
More recently, in the context of the big recession, the financial influence is becoming the main 
leverage of the Europeanisation of Spanish STI system and policies, but we also witness some 
policy coordination efforts, with the rhetorical adoption of Europeanisation discourses.

3.1. Governance and Institutions
In STI as in other domains, it is difficult to isolate the effect of Europe on governance from 
other effects linked to system maturation, domestic policies, or decentralisation. From a 
methodological point of view, this poses a big challenge. Bearing this in mind, it is useful to 
distinguish three levels of analysis (Arregui, 2020): the creation of institutions, the creation of 
coordination mechanisms among ministerial departments, and the adaptation of the structure 
of ministries (creation of units) to deal with the European policy. In Spain, the impact on the 
first two levels provide potential examples of non-Europeanisation or, at most, very moderate 
Europeanisation.

3.1.1. Political Structures and Institutions

With respect to institutional creation, the impact of Europe on the Spanish STI area has been low 
to moderate, and has been channeled mainly through the inspiration for policy structures (e.g., 
R&D plans resembling FPs) or specialised institutions. Below we examine some study cases.
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a) The Creation of the Ministry of Science and Technology in 2000

The creation of the Ministry of Science and Technology in 2000 has been mentioned as an 
instance of modernisation of the public administration (Molina, 2001). However, evidence is 
not in line with the claim that the Ministry was an example of “adaptation to EU governance” 
(Arregui, 2020:140). 

The Ministry represented the transformation of the Ministry of Industry, and the addition 
of competences and resources of the Ministry of Education (and others). It involved a political 
and administrative centralisation of the STIP domain, including industry and information 
technologies, into a single ministry, while in the European Commission this was never the 
model. In the EC structure, STI was not under a single Commissioner and the EU Council 
operated in two different configurations. 

Regarding the sequence of events, it is also uncertain that the Lisbon Strategy approved 
in Council Summit on 23 and 24 March, 2000 influenced the decision of creation of the new 
Ministry on April 28 by President Aznar. A plausible alternative interpretation comes from the 
events and policy discourses constructed during the first Aznar mandate (1996-2000) (Sanz-
Menéndez, 1997), the coordination problems and the conflicts between the Ministries of 
Education and Industry, related to the innovation policy (Cruz Castro & Sanz Menéndez, 2021).

The concentration of competences and resources in the Ministry of Science and Technology 
was remarkable (more than 90% of STIP budget). The National R&D Plan, with the incorporation of 
the word “Innovation” in the title, became an overarching umbrella of instruments and programmes 
addressing different actors and sectors, and not the space for defining the “national priorities”. 
This conversion process did not resemble the operation of EU programmes. Additionally, it involved 
the side effect of undermining the transversal nature of STIP with other ministries, reducing the 
relevance of science and innovation for other policy domains, such as health or agriculure.

b) The Creation of the AEI (National Agency for Research) in 2015

The creation of the AEI as a specialised unit for managing competitive funding for research 
has also been suggested as an instance of Europeanisation; the creation of such an agency is 
recommended in the decree of creation an ERACReport (2014). The funding agency appears to 
resemble the European Research Council (ERC), but it was a persistent demand from Spanish 
scientific and academic interest groups. In fact, in 2011, the creation of the AEI was authorised 
with the L14/2011 STI Act, and in its statement of purpose the initiative was linked to European 
recommendations. 

Again, European influence does not appear as a sufficient cause, rather it seems to be an 
argument for legitimation of a decision that had domestic factors behind it. Historically, the 
General Secretariat for the National R&D Plan (created by the L13/1986 Science Act) was an 
autonomous entity managing the National R&D Programs until it was integrated into the structures 
of the Ministry of Education in 1996. Additionally, the CDTI, the funding agency of industrial 
research, had existed since the early 1980s. Moreover, in 2006 (before the setup of the ERC), 
the creation of the “State Agency for Evaluation, Funding and Foresight of the Scientific and 
Technical Research” was authorised in the Agencies’ Act (L28/2006), but not implemented. 
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It is probably better to understand the logic of the creation of the AEI (that does not resemble 
the ERC) as determined by domestic political forces and actors. The ability of policy makers 
to present arguments to the Treasury in line with “European standards”, and not in terms of 
autonomy or efficiency likely favoured the final approval. In the best interpretation, EU influence 
would have taken place through ideas (not enforcement or implementation capabilities) advanced 
by local actors in the appropriate circumstances and served as a source of legitimation.

3.1.2. Inter-Ministerial Coordination and Coordination with Regional Governments 

Policy coordination is a very salient feature of the European STI. The Europeanisation hypothesis 
would predict domestic gains and improvements in this sense. In Spain, inter-ministerial 
coordination mechanisms were in place even before EU accession. Then, changing domestic 
dynamics of coordination have had little to do with “demands” from the EU. The L13/1986 Science 
Act defined balanced institutional arrangements for coordination (meaning joint decision about 
objectives, priority budgets and information exchanges): the CICYT, its Permanent Commission 
and the General Secretariat for National R&D Plan (Sanz-Menéndez et al., 1993).

The coordination procedure worked quite efficiently for some years but, over time, the 
administrative concentration of competences and resources at the Ministry of Science and 
Technology in 2000 has triggered two negative dynamics: on the one hand, the transformation of 
the transversal nature of the R&D policy domain within government into a silo; on the other hand, 
the loss of interest of sectorial ministries in the policy as officially defined, that resulted in strong 
institutional power battles between two policy areas: academic science and industrial innovation. 

Since then, existing inter-ministerial coordination mechanisms have not been effective, 
because the strategy was concentration. The lack of transversal nature in the Spanish STIP is a 
feature that has persisted over time, in times when there has been a single ministry in charge 
of the policy and otherwise. In this regard, Spanish evolution has diverged with respect to the 
EU one, which has shown an increased relevance of STI in other policy areas such as regional, 
environment and climate change or digitalisation policies. 

The lack of attention to the inter-ministerial coordination and concentration trends of STIP 
resources in a government silo may also be related to the presence of other coordination 
challenges with the regional STIP. Regional Governments have become critical actors in STIP 
(Sanz-Menéndez & Cruz-Castro, 2005). They have developed their own plans and instruments, 
with competences in higher education, health systems, and in industry and innovation.

Political bodies were established to coordinate the national and regional governments in the two 
Science Acts. In the L13/1986 Act, the “General Council of Science and Technology” and in the 
L14/2011 Act, the “Council of Science Technology and Innovation Policy”. These high level political 
bodies have not been considered very efficient or effective coordination mechanisms. Moreover, the 
policy coordination instruments defined in 1986, namely, the “Autonomous Communities Programs” 
(that had two in First National R&D Plan (88-91) and one in the Second (92-95)) disappeared in 1995.

The failure of coordination between national and regional governments (despite the existence 
of institutional spaces) has been a constant feature of the diagnoses (e.g., ERAC 2014, OECD 
2021). However, it is important to note that, de facto, the most visible coordination tools 
(financially and in policy designs) are related to the management of the ESIF. In this area, the 
Ministry of Treasury (and not Science) is coordinating at least in budgetary terms.
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3.1.3. Creation of Specialised EU Policy Management Units 

The only level in which it is possible to find some governance impact in the national administration 
is in the creation of units within ministries (or the assignment of new competences to already 
existing ones) to deal with EU policy; but the configuration has not been stable. Some areas 
are worth mentioning. Firstly, the competence of the promotion of Spanish research actors’ 
participation in the calls of the FP attributed to the Ministry of Science, but practiced by a variety 
of institutions in a decentralised way; as an objective was to increase “returns” more efforts have 
been developed by CDTI and specialised units (European Office) to promote FP participation. 

Secondly, the competence over the negotiation of the FP in Brussels was attributed to the 
Secretary General of the National R&D Plan in the L13/1986; then it disappeared in the official 
documents, and it has re-appeared in the last ten years in various Ministry configurations. 
Chanelling the relations was a way to influence the configuration of the FP distributive instruments, 
according to national interest (usually national actors able to compete for the sources).

Thirdly, the competence of policy relations with the EU has been in different administrative 
locations, and changes usually explained by knowledge and competence of those appointed 
responsables in supporting the minister or junior ministers. 

Finally, a more long-lasting effect was the creation of a specific unit within the Ministry of 
Science and Technology in 2001 to manage the EU Structural RTD funds. That unit has been usually 
connected with the office responsible of “scientific infrastructures”, but more recently, with the 
reshuffling of the new Ministry of Science and Innovation in 2020, all the competences regarding 
EU funding were moved to the Under Secretariat (the facto Vice Minister), into a sub-directorate of 
“European Funds for Research and Innovation”, a change that could mean that the issue seemed to 
be a technical or budgetary management problem rather than one related to policy design.

3.1.4. The Effects of EU Soft Coordination 

On the soft coordination side, the OMC, the reviews and scoreboards, the ERAC role, as well as 
the European semester are worth mentioning. 

As example, the EC “European Charter for Researchers” and “Code of Conduct for the 
Recruitment of Researchers” directly addressing research organisations and including 
“recommendations to the Member States” (Real-Dato & Chou, 2013), have been presented 
as having effective coordination (Borras, 2019). Despite having  been echoed by Spanish 
institutions, real effects are very limited, according to the complaints about inbreeding, 
obstacles to mobility or open and transparent recruitment deficits.

Additionally, big efforts to produce more comparable data (information provision), 
benchmarking and rankings to push countries to converge are noteworthy. In terms of effects, 
however, the ERAC 2014 Review of the Spanish STI policy, for example, had limited impact 
beyond the consolidation of the diagnosis regarding reforms, the provision of legitimation and 
ex post justification of some domestic initiatives.

The temporary incorporation (between 2012-18) of the STI policy domain under the Ministry 
of Economic Affairs favoured the relevance of STI issues in the European Semester agenda 
for Spanish reforms; however, the ambiguity of  the recommendations and reforms provides 
significant maneuvre room for interpretation and real policy action.
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3.2. The Impact on Public Policy: Approaches, Legislation and Policy 
Instruments
Whereas the impact on governance has been limited, the effects on policy and funding have 
been more significant, especially regarding underlying rhetoric, ideas and policy discourse, 
and occasionally, imitation of specific policy instruments. The construction of the Spanish research 
policy area in the mid-eighties was influenced by the early developments of the European FP (Sanz 
Menéndez, 1997). However, since the mid-nineties, Spanish discourse became aligned with Europe. 
The “EC Green book on innovation” (EC, 1995) and other initiatives influenced the Spanish STIP 
context, for instance with the inclusion of “innovation” in the label of the national R&D Plan. The policy 
discourse rhetorically changed towards the integration of research and innovation, but distributive 
conflicts between the two main policy streams (science versus industry) became apparent.

While the subordination of R&D to competitiveness was moderated in Europe, in Spain the 
emergence of innovation in the RTD policy agenda occurred in the context of preexisting cooperative 
institutional arrangements between the Ministries of Education and Industry. Only later did it become 
an issue of conflict that led to the subordination of innovation to the R&D policy (Cruz Castro & Sanz 
Menéndez, 2021). In the EU, these two policy areas are more independent and autonomous than 
in Spain, giving more room for the emergence of “sectoral policies” strongly based on innovation.

In Spain, two acts have set up the framework for designing the STI policies. In the 
L13/1986 Act there was a EU inspiration (although not acknowledged in the documents). 
The involvement of Spanish officials, since 1983, in the EU negotiations, and the fact that 
some of them moved later on to the EC administration, indicate interaction and learning 
(Sanz Menéndez, 1997). Although the FP formal structure served as inspiration, the policy 
instruments were domestically shaped for instance in the way of defining the “national 
priorities” and the use of a “national Fund for R&D” as a budgetary mechanism, the way of 
structuring inter-ministerial coordination, and the attempts to coordinate with the Regional 
Policies for S&T among others. 

The L14/2011 STI Act was rhetorically aligned with the European discourse around the 
ERA (need for coordination mechanisms among public administrations, research mobility, 
internationalisation, etc.), but was in fact at odds with its basis, given its strong regulatory 
emphasis, its underlying centralisation changes and the lack of advances towards a labor market 
of researchers. The economic and budgetary context was completely different. Therefore, this 
act could be seen as a representation of the Europeanisation turn not only in the rhetorical 
dimension, but also as the prolegomenon of budget cuts implemented in the context of EU 
policies (Cruz-Castro & Sanz-Menéndez, 2016).

References to Europe and European integration in the 2011 STI Act were used frequently 
(more than 30 times in the statement of reasons), as well as mentions to recommendations for 
changes in the policy mix, the instruments and the overall governance system. Unfortunately, 
no significant policy changes or reforms around those objectives have occurred. This can be 
interpreted as an implementation gap, or just as an instance of rhetorical Europeanisation.

Overall, the evolution of Spanish STI policy design has been in parallel but divergent, 
with connections and disconnections from the main European direction, prompted mainly by 
domestic political dynamics and the economic cycle.
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3.2.1. The RTD Policy Instruments: From Inspiration to Contradictory Processes and Effects

Regarding policy instruments, we find instances of instruments designed to address “local 
needs”, imitation of European instruments for local use and locally funded, or implementation 
of EU instruments with local co-funding attached.

While inspiration was the traditional mode of operation, more recently, the Spanish STI policy 
has adapted to the EU legitimation role, setting up specific national programs (for example, 
internationalisation, infrastructures, etc.), to reinforce integration and collaboration. Although 
specific funding for internationalisation activities existed long before it became institutionalised 
in the Spanish Strategy STI (2013-2020) and further National Plans. 

Within a general process of policy change that could be characterised as layering, whereby 
new instruments are added, we can illustrate different types of responses, from decoupling and 
manipulation to imitation and compliance.

For example, in 2001, the launch of the first call of the Ramon y Cajal Program (Cruz-Castro 
& Sanz-Menendez, 2005) was possible thanks to the co-funding of ESIF. Despite this financial 
link, the program rationale and objectives did not have any relation with any EU initiative, 
and was explained by the need to cope with domestic problems, namely, researchers’ return 
mobility, precariousness, tenure track, among other reasons. 

There have been, however, instruments that can be cited as examples of imitation, especially 
in times of economic expansion. This was the case of the CONSOLIDER programme, a part of 
INGENIO 2010, a salient initiative of the first Rodriguez Zapatero term (Sanz Menéndez et al., 
2010), that resembled the FP6 European Excellence Networks (NoE), as a tool for reducing 
fragmentation and promoting the “concentration of resources”. It seems that EU programs are 
more likely to be copied if extra national funding is available.

Finally, it is worth mentioning the different “EU coordination activities” in the form of programs 
and initiatives (European Technology Platforms, ERA-NETs, Joint Programing Initiatives, etc.) 
that Spain has joined, usually increasing instrumental fragmentation and involving a limited 
amount of national resources.

3.2.2. The Effects of EU Structural Funds on STI Policies 

Any account of the influence of EU in the Spanish STIP needs to acknowledge the role of the EU 
Regional policies. Financial transfers for STIP have significantly increased over the last years, 
especially after the innovation turn displaced the traditional investments.

As shown in section 2, the ESIF are larger than the RTD direct funding from the FP to Spain; 
however, the implementation of these funds is defined by the National and Regional Governments. 
Its operation is mediated by the Ministry of the Treasury and managed in a very decentralised 
way. Over the years, the Ministry of Science and the Regional Governments have included in their 
budgets and specific calls (targeted in varying degrees to different type of actors) significant 
amounts of ESIF resources. The effect of this strategy, induced by the Ministry of Finance, is that 
the “increases” or “reductions” in the R&D budget have been disguised with the inclusion of ESIF.
These features make it difficult to assess whether there has been, as it seems, substitution of 
national budgetary resources instead of additionality and leverage, but it looks like there has been 
a replacement of national taxpayers’ funds by R&D EU funding in some Spanish STIP instruments .
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Although regional policies exceed the scope of this chapter, recent figures provide an idea of 
the budgetary effects. For example, in 2014-2020 ESIF Operational Programes, the Objective 1 
(RTD and innovation) was the most important thematic objective in Spain, with more than 5,000 
million EUR, which represented more than 700 million per year in investments; STI funds represent 
25% of the total ESIF funding planed for Spain (which is hidden in the budgets) and the National 
Government has an average of 400 million EUR from structural funds per year.6 Furthermore, the 
PEICTI estimate for 2019 is the share of the ESIF funding in the total R&D subsidies: 22% (Gobierno 
de España, MICIN 2021: 67); a confirmation that one of the areas in which EU funding (related 
to policies) has been impactful refers to structuring effects of ESIF funding on the development 
of the Spanish Map of Scientific Infrastructures (ICTS), linked to the EU policy on large scientific 
infrastructures led by the European Strategy Forum on Research Infrastructures (ESFRI).

3.3. Is the System “More European”? The Failure to Converge on 
Expenditure Indicators
Early in the 2000s, the setting of quantitative R&D policy objectives (R&D expenditure over 
the GDP) became fashionable (Sheeham & Wyckoff, 2003). How much the countries “spend” 
became a representation of the national “possibilities” and “preferences” in the medium and 
long term. The indicator provides an idea of the degree to which countries favour research as 
an opportunity for future economic growth and welfare. In Spain, convergence with the EU 
has always been a goal. Figure 8.3 indicates that R&D expenditure convergence since 2010 
stopped and reversed previous trends. 

Figure 8.3. R&D Expenditures on the GDP in Selected Countries  
and Spain Difference with EU-27 Average 

Source: OECD. MSTI 2021/1

6 See Operational Programs and a summary of the evaluations in PODACA (Monitoring report of the SADOT-VT 2019). 
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The evolution of the Spanish STIP in the last decade has been inexorably linked to the 
effects of the global economic crisis (Cruz-Castro & Sanz-Menéndez, 2016) and the political 
internal instability. The main problem of the Spanish RTD system is its low level of business 
investment in R&D and innovation, and also that the public commitment (of governments) with 
the R&D budget was radically reduced in the context of the crisis. 

Figure 8.4. Trends in Government R&D Budgets.Total Government Budget Appropriations for 
R&D (GBARD) in Constant USD and PPP, Index 2007=100

Source: OECD. MSTI 2021/1

Figure 8.4 reveals the effect of the crisis on the Spanish Government R&D budgets. While 
in real terms, the Spanish GBARD dramatically dropped since 2009, and is still at 80% of 
the 2007 levels, the EU-27 Governments’ R&D budgets, after a small reduction since 2015, 
started to grow in real terms.

It is fair to say that the influence of the EU has increased in the last decade, because of 
Spain's situation within the excessive deficit procedure. Financial constraints have precluded 
or at least made any real change in policy orientation difficult, and the focus has been on 
“keeping the system alive”, especially public science.

If we hypothesise that positive Europeanisation is more intense and effective when EU direct 
transfers are involved, we could expect an acceleration of the trend for STI Policy in the context 
of the new funding from the Next GenerationEU and the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF). 
That will reinforce the recent trend to internationalise research, to get more of FP funding, and 
reinforce the reliance of Governments on ESIF funding.
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4. Future Perspectives: Europeanisation as Increasing 
Dependence and Subordination 

We have described a trend of increasing reliance of Spanish national and regional governments 
on EU funding, and of the STI system from FP and ESIF funding. In fact, during the big recession, 
EU funding became a condition of feasibility of the Spanish RTD policies.

The new Spanish STI Strategy (EECTI) 2021-2027 (Gobierno de España. MICIN 2020) 
explicitly aims for increasing synergies with the EU and facilitating the “articulation of the 
national R&D &I policy with the EU, especially with Horizon Europe (2021-2027)”. The EECTI 
also includes the recommendations of the European Council, from the European Semester, 
aiming to improve the efficacy of the policies to support research and innovation, focusing the 
investment policy on the promotion of innovation and the digital and ecological transitions.

The State Plan for STI (PEICTI) 2021-2023 (Gobierno de España. MICIN 2021) defined a 
sub-programme addressing the “internationalisation” of the Spanish system, aiming to further 
integration and alignment with the EU. Additionally, a specific plan for the promotion of the 
Spanish participation in H2020 was approved, with ambitious quantitative targets related to 
participation and “returns”. 

The COVID-19 crisis has been an external shock from which institutional change may be 
predicted. The EU response, Next GenerationEU and the RRF, appear to be relevant elements 
in promoting changes and potential institutional convergence with the EU policy model and 
governance. The EU RRF has direct transfers for STIP, conditional on the fulfilment of policy 
objectives and reforms, regardless of the ambiguity of the definitions of those reforms. 
The estimates of EU funding 2021-2023, included in the Spanish Plan de Recuperación, 
Transformación y Resiliencia de la Economía española 2021-2023 (PRTR), are totaled at around 
6,062 million EUR (Gobierno de España. MICIN, 2020:68). 

The Spanish annual state budgets 2021 and 2022 have included specific EU funding lines that 
account for a significant share of the STI budget. For example, the 2021 budget of the Ministry 
of Science and Innovation (section 28) for “real investments” (chapter  7 of PGE) amounted for 
2,326 million EUR, of which 1,082 million EUR are from the RRF, representing 46.5% of the total. 
The 2022 budget chapter goes up to 2,992 million EUR, of which 1,661 million EUR are from the 
RRF, increasing to 57% of the total investments. In these budgets, the ESIF contributions continue 
hidden, but it looks like the subtitution of national taxpayer funds for R&D by EU funding continues.

The main policy recommendations to Spain in some of the ERAC or EU Semester reviews are 
related to the institutional reforms and to the coordination of the policy-making. For example, 
providing more autonomy or increasing the role of performance in block grant funding as a 
way to increase accountability of universities and Public Research Organisations (PROs), the 
promotion of an efficient coordination system with regional government strategies (ERAC 
2014), or facilitating science-industry cooperation (OECD 2021), are among the suggested 
improvements.

However, policy implementation, especially in multilevel systems, always faces uncertainty 
and ambiguity (Peters, 2011), even in the presence of a high discursive commitment with 
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Europeanisation. This is why even in times of pressure for Europeanisation, steps backwards and 
forward in policy-action can be identified. For example, while coordinating with regional government 
STIP is an essential element for good governance in Spain, its political priority is doubtful, as all the 
funds allocated for the new sub program of “Territorial Synergies” for co-financing cooperation (130 
million EUR for 2022) come from RRF. Furthermore, in the area of the commitments for reforms 
included in the PRTR, statements are general and ambiguous. For example, “the Reform of the 
STI Act with 3 key axes: Improving governance and coordination, create an attractive and stable 
academic career and reinforcing the transfer of research results to society” (C17.R1).

The commitments also include “reforms” not aligned with EU discourse; for instance,  
“reorganisation of the Public Research Organisations (OPI) and rationalisation of their structures 
and operation. To compete in the XXI century scientific world, it is essential to increase critical 
mass and interdisciplinarity, final aim of the reform. Reinforcement of evaluation and control 
of the PRO activities.” The formulation is not aligned with the European vision of autonomy 
and excellence. Moreover, the integration of three large PRO into the CSIC in 2021, has been 
triggered by administrative and management needs, after an administrative and bureaucratic 
collapse. No European big country has made such a reform increasing concentration and 
centralisation; Germany, Italy or France have all kept independent sectorial specialised PRO in 
agriculture, oceanographic and geomining research and service institutions.

The Government proposal “Spain 2050” (Gobierno de España. ONPE, 2021) includes 
objectives for the STI System, including the adoption of the 3% R&D expenditure over the GDP 
objective for 2030, 3.5% (2040) and 4% (2050); the target was previously defined as 2% for 
2010 first and later for 2020 (currently 1.4%). Additionally, the inclusion of RTD and innovation 
in the Challenge 1 (to become more productive) suggests an increase in the dependence or 
more guided and prioritised policies and instruments, perhaps in line with the temporary fashion 
of the “innovation missions” and “public-private partnerships”, but without clearly addressing 
the foundations and the necessary reforms. The issue represents the lack of coherence within 
the government structure, with a Ministry of Science and Innovation as a funding silo for the 
academic interests, instead of explicitly including STI in other policy areas such as industry, 
environment, climate change, digitalisation, or mobility and cities.

EU transfer rules for ESIF and RRF are different. However, if the execution problems in ESIF 
can be taken as a reference, Spanish public administration could suffer from implementation 
bottlenecks and lack of additionality due to the replacement of national R&D funds by EU 
funds, which nevertheless have to be implemented under administrative conditions and policy 
objectives tied to the competences of public administrations. 

If layering and conversion (Mahoney & Thelen, 2009), as a model of slow and localised 
changes, could account for the last 35 years of EU and Spanish STIP relationships, the COVID-19 
crisis and the Next Generation-EU and RRF may operate as a critical event (Garcia-Montoya & 
Mahoney, 2020) for displacement in which policy objectives and investments increase the 
EU influence, not just in discourses but also in structures and policies. If that is the case, the 
challenge will be implementation capabilities. 

Can Spain take European STI funding for granted to continue replacing the national resources? 
STIP is a European political priority with increasing budgets, and this is unlikely to radically 
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change. However, we have noted that RTD has gained relevance in other EU policy areas. 
Currently, there are initiatives in Brussels that advocate for the use of STIP budgetary resources 
in other policies domains like environmental transition, green deal or digital transformation, as 
the Commission proposal in those domains suggests. Also, the proposal for action in the “new 
ERA” (EC, 2020) could contribute to reinforce policy coordination via EU RTD funding strategies. 
Whether this will represent a risk or an opportunity for Spain will also depend on the degree of 
actor mobilisation. In summary, it seems that the EU is paying Spanish STI policies. Whether this 
will imply more effective Europeanisation and reforms is a question for further research.
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Europeanisation of Digital and 
Information Society Policies

JORGE PÉREZ MARTÍNEZ AND JOSÉ FÉLIX HERNÁNDEZ-GIL

1. Introduction 

In recent decades, we have witnessed accelerated technological innovation in Information 
and Communication Technologies (ICT) that has enabled the development of new economic 
activities, frequently included in the concept of digital economy, which are producing the 
progressive digital transformation of the economy and society. These technologies, which 
we now call “digital”,1 have enabled the deployment of radically innovative infrastructures, 
products, applications, and services, both in terms of their features and the business 
models with which they are brought to market. The digitalisation process has been long. 
It began in the early eighties with the digitisation of content (texts, voice, and images), of 
transport networks (telecommunications) and the growth of information applications and 
services (computing). But in the last two decades, with the development of internet services 
on global platforms (messaging, email, web search engines, social networks, etc.), the 
storage and information processing in the Cloud, network fiber optics and 4G networks, 
Big data and machine learning, there has been an spectacular development of the digital 
economy and the consolidation of a global digital ecosystem. Nowadays, new enablers are 
entering the scene such as Blockchain, Artificial Intelligence (AI), 5G networks, virtual reality 
or optical computing that will reinforce this process. This ecosystem is built by a complex 
set of agents that compete and collaborate in accordance with rules imposed by regulatory 
bodies or by agents that dominate any of its critical components (critical infrastructures, 
operating systems, platforms, etc.).

The digital ecosystem can be viewed as a complex techno-economic system made up of 
different layers (Renda, 2019): sensors that transform physical variables, voice and images into 
digital signals (Internet of things), media that transmit signals (connectivity infrastructures), the 

1 The OECD gives the following definition: “Digitization is the conversion of analogue data and processes into a 
machine-readable format. Digitalization is the use of digital technologies and data as well as interconnection that 
results in new or changes to existing activities. Digital transformation refers to the economic and societal effects of 
digitization and digitalization” OECD. Going Digital: Shaping Policies, Improving Lives. OECD Publishing, Paris, 2019.
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organisation of information and communication protocols that transmit digital signals (logic / 
Internet protocols), global support structures (open Internet / platforms), products and services 
(applications / services) and information (content / data). This ecosystem is global in nature 
and has largely been built around the development of the Internet, whose governance has fallen 
to private institutions overseen by the U.S. government, and with technologies developed mainly 
in the US. The contribution of European countries to the critical elements of the ecosystem and 
its governance has been much lower.

Europeanisation has been carried out by means of several instruments that have acted in 
a complementary way. On the one hand, political initiatives have been launched at European 
level which have led to the alignment of national policies. Some of the most relevant in the field 
of ICT include the agreement to liberalise telecommunications starting in 1998, the eEurope 
initiative (Liikanen, 2003) launched in December 1999 which was part of the Lisbon Strategy, 
the Digital Agenda for Europe (EC, 2010) which was one of the most emblematic initiatives of 
the Europe 2020 strategy adopted in May 2010, and the Digital Single Market Strategy (EC, 
2015) adopted in 2015. On the other hand, these political initiatives have been accompanied 
by regulatory developments such as directives, which require transposition into national 
legislation, regulations, which are directly applicable, and recommendations, which, although 
not mandatory, have played an important role in harmonisation. 

The above instruments have been complemented with the creation of institutions at the 
European and Spanish level that control the application of public policies. The Commission set 
up a specialised Directorate General2 for the sector, and the Body of European Regulators for 
Electronic Communications (BEREC)3 was also created to assist the Commission and national 
regulatory authorities in the implementation of the EU telecoms rules. A relevant mission of 
these institutions is to assist the Commission in the analysis of the effectiveness of the 
regulatory measures applied by national regulators to the sector since the Commission has 
the option to veto the proposed measures to remedy the competition problems and request its 
modification. At the national level, the European regulation required the creation of organisms 
to control the application of the regulation (The National Regulatory Authorities or NRA). In 
Spain, the Comisión del Mercado de las Telecomunicaciones (CMT) was established in 1996, as 
the independent national regulator to control the telecom sector (its functions were transferred 
to the Comisión Nacional de los Mercados y la Competencia, CNMC in the year 2013). The 
control of the privacy and personal data were entrusted to the Agencia Española de Protección 
de datos (AEPD).

This chapter will analyse European public policies that govern the digital ecosystem and 
their impact on Spanish public policies, which has contributed to Europeanisation. We will focus 
on those components that are under its sovereignty: electronic communication infrastructures, 
the services provided through these infrastructures and the growing field of personal data 

2 The Directorate General for Telecommunications, the Information Market, and Exploitation of Research (DG XIII), 
later replaced by the Directorate-General for the Information Society and Media (DG INFSO) and since 2012 by 
the Directorate General for Communications Networks, Content and Technology (DG CNECT).

3 https://berec.europa.eu/
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and its treatment. The three areas will be analysed considering the regulation developed, the 
institutions created for its management and its impact on the structure of the markets.

2. European Public Policies During the Last 30 Years

2.1. The Liberalisation of the Telecom Sector
Until the early 1980s, telecommunications were limited to the provision of the public fixed 
telephony and data service that was operated under a monopoly regime; only the US and 
the United Kingdom had timidly begun their opening to competition. This situation changed 
radically at the beginning of the 1990s when it became clear that they had to be opened to 
competition to advance in the construction of the European single market, and that they were a 
decisive component in the construction of the incipient global digital ecosystem.

The introduction of full competition in the telecommunications sector presented significant 
challenges for national public policies. On the one hand, countries had to guarantee the 
conditions for the incumbent operator to correct the tariff imbalance in voice telephony and to 
make large investments to complete the digitalisation of its telephone exchanges and extend 
universal service coverage. On the other hand, they had to guarantee an environment in which 
both the incumbent operator and the new entrants could make huge investments to deploy the 
new infrastructures and services that would progressively enable the advancement of ICTs. 
To achieve this sectoral policy objective, it was necessary to guarantee the profitability of 
the incumbent operator and new entrants, relaxing control over service prices and favouring 
a model of competition in infrastructures that would facilitate the emergence of operators with 
their own infrastructures. However, to quickly reap the benefits of competition and contribute 
to the control of inflation, which for many European countries was a critical element for joining 
the Eurozone in the year 2000, a model of service competition in which new entrants took 
advantage of the structures of the incumbent operator to produce a rapid fall in the prices of 
the most demanded services seemed more suitable.

In 1980, the Commission proposed the implementation of actions to harmonise telecommunica-
tions services and the creation of a Community market for telematic terminals with a first stage 
consisting in the opening of public markets for telecommunications equipment (EC, 1980).4 How-
ever, it was not until the late eighties, after the process of sector liberalisation was initiated in 
the United States with the decision to break AT&T monopoly in 1982, that in 1987 the Commission 
opened a debate among all interested parties (EC, 1987) which led to the start of the liberalisation 
process and the subsequent publication of regulations aimed at this end (EC, 1988).

Following this partial liberalisation, which excluded voice telephony and other services which 
constituted the bulk of the telecommunications market, the Commission proposed the total 
liberalisation of telecommunications services in 1993 (EC, 1993). In June of the same year, 
the Council adopted the Commission proposal and established a timetable for action with the 
aim of introducing full competition in 1998, with additional periods for some countries with less 

4 Recommendations on telecommunications, presented by the Commission to the Council, COM (1980) 422
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developed networks (Spain, Portugal, Ireland and Greece). This resulted in the publication of 
several directives (Jacint Jordana et al., 2007) for the liberalisation of satellite communications 
services, cable television infrastructures and the mobile communications services (EC, 1994, 
1995, 1996).

The liberalisation process was finalised with the publication of Commission Directive 96/19 
of April 1996, with the introduction of full competition in telecommunications by adopting a 
set of measures: the abolition of all exclusive rights for the provision of telecommunications 
services, including the establishment and operation of infrastructure; the possibility that voice 
telephony services and their infrastructures were subject to a licensing procedure; a general 
authorisation regime for services other than voice telephony; the provisioning of sufficient 
numbering system for all services; cost orientation of voice telephony tariffs and, finally, the 
establishment of interconnection rights to public networks. 

The liberalisation of the telecom markets together with the technological advances in 
electronics and telecommunications paved the way for the digital ecosystem development in 
the following years and was a turning point with a relevant impact across Europe (Jorge Pérez 
Martínez et al., 2002).

2.2. The Convergence of Telecommunications, Media and Information 
Technologies
Technological advances in electronics and telecommunications systems that were taking place in 
the late 1990s, along with the massive introduction of digital technologies, produced changes in 
the entire telecommunications service delivery environment (Antonio Alabau, 2006). Until then, 
existing technology made it necessary to deploy specific telecommunications networks for each 
type of service. For example, there were different networks with specific technical characteristics 
for the provision of local telephony services over fixed networks, for the radio broadcasting of 
television services or for the transmission of telematic data. However, new digital technologies 
were making new telecommunications networks possible which enabled the use of the same 
telecommunication infrastructure for the provision of several different services.

Internet services, which began in the second half of the 1990s (individuals using Internet 
in Spain evolved from 0.4% in 1995 to 14% in 2000), took advantage of the new convergent 
telecommunication, with limited bandwidth. In this period, new companies like Google and 
Amazon started their business using the new Internet capabilities to later become global 
companies. 

This change made the evolution of the regulatory framework and the introduction of the 
concept of technological neutrality necessary. After the proposal of Commissioners Martin 
Bangemann and Marcelino Oreja, the Commission published the Green Paper on the convergence 
of telecommunications, the media and information technologies, COM (97) 623, in order to 
stimulate the debate on how to adapt regulation to the new environment.

Shortly thereafter, the Commission began a process of reviewing the regulations to adapt to 
the new convergent environment, which led to the publication of a set of new Directives revising 
the entire telecommunication regulatory framework known as the “1999 revision”. 
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The directives were also supplemented with the publication of the regulation on unbundled 
access to the local loop, which laid down the conditions for alternative operators to use the 
access network based on copper cables of incumbent operators to provide broadband services, 
opening the door to the development of a competitive market of various convergent services 
since the access network concentrates the bulk of the investments necessary to deploy a 
network with capillarity to access users.

2.3. The Explosive Internet Growth, the Introduction of Smart Phones 
and the Appearance of Digital Platforms
In the first decade of the 21st century, technological advances and regulatory changes paid 
off, leading to a vertiginous development of the digital ecosystem. The number of Internet 
users increased dramatically, reaching 66% of the Spanish population in 2010. The broadband 
connections based on ADSL and cable network were also undergoing a remarkable growth (from 
0.2% in 2000 to 23% of Spain's population in 2010). 

The third generation of mobile systems (3G) was launched in Europe with the organisation of 
several spectrum auctions in the year 2000, which reached high prices due the expectation of 
mobile Internet access. However, it took several years for the new 3G systems to be deployed. 
The launch of the iPhone by Apple in 2007 and the availability of Internet broadband services 
opened the door to an extraordinary growth of new personal Internet services, producing a leap 
in the evolution of the digital ecosystem.

During this period, the digital platforms started to take advantage of the vast amount of 
new Internet users and the new possibilities provided by the smart phones: Google became 
the dominant Internet search engine and launched the Android operating system for mobile 
phones; Apple, with the launch of the iPhone, paved the way for the smart phone market 
and associate services development; Facebook started to grow exponentially, reaching several 
hundreds of millions of users in 2010 and becoming the most popular social network, and 
many other digital platforms started their businesses.

The approach that was adopted at the European level was intended to limit regulatory 
intervention in this field to preserve the innovation, using light touch regulation for Internet 
services. However, some regulatory developments were made, and political initiatives were 
launched, such as the “eEurope: An Information Society for All” initiative, which was at the 
special European Council of Lisbon in March 2000, to accelerate the positive change the 
Information Society could bring to all Europeans. 

The Directive on Electronic Commerce, 2000/31/EC, was one of the most relevant 
legislative initiatives carried out. It was intended to regulate certain aspect of services offered 
through the Internet, including among others those of news dissemination, sale of products, 
advertising, basic intermediation (internet access, transmission, and hosting of information) 
and conditions applicable to professionals (lawyers, doctors, real estate agents). It laid down 
the conditions under which these services must be provided, including aspects such as the 
rules for advertising, the sending of unsolicited e-mail (spam), the requirements to be met 
by online contracts, the requirements of orders and the responsibilities of the providers of 
intermediation services.
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The Commission was a pioneer in promoting the development of the 1999/93/EC directive, 
establishing a common framework for electronic signatures. This Directive established the 
criteria for the legal recognition of electronic signatures so that they can replace handwritten 
signatures in the online world. It focused on the regulation of certification service providers and 
established common requirements for certification service providers, to ensure cross-border 
recognition of electronic signatures and certificates in the European Union; common liability 
rules to build trust among consumers using the certificates; and cooperation mechanisms to 
facilitate cross-border recognition of electronic signatures and certificates in relations with 
countries outside the EU. It has enabled the possibility for the electronic signatures to have the 
same validity as handwritten signatures, which has been extraordinarily useful with the arrival 
of the COVID-19 pandemic.

In the field of telecommunications, a review of the EU Telecoms Framework of 2002 was 
carried between 2007-2009. The review consisted of a package of directives addressing 
the regulation of service provision, access, interconnection, users’ rights, and privacy. It 
also created a new European regulatory body (Body of European Regulators of Electronic 
Communications, BEREC). The update to the telecoms regulations was needed to address the 
growth of broadband Internet and the changes in the provision of services it had produced.

A controversial issue in the new regulation was related to net neutrality measures that 
regulates the possibility that Internet Access Provider (ISP) could use sophisticated traffic 
management techniques on broadband networks to control the quality of the services (Jorge 
Pérez et al., 2016). It was argued that those techniques could permit providers to alter the 
quality-of-service or favour or discriminate against other players. The regulation (EC, 2009, 
2002 & 2006) included provisions related to transparency of information supplied by ISP 
to their subscribers on these practices but does not preclude the possibility of using traffic 
management systems as demanded by some stakeholders.

2.4. The Digital Single Market Strategy
In June 2015, the Commission launched a strategy to develop Europe’s Digital Single Market 
(EU, 2015). The aim was to break down regulatory walls and ultimately move from 28 national 
markets to a single market. The Digital Single Market strategy included a set of specific actions 
around three pillars: improving consumer and business access to digital goods and services 
across Europe; creating the right conditions and ensuring a level playing field for digital networks 
and innovative services to thrive; and maximising the growth potential of the digital economy. 
The approach was very ambitious, but unifying European digital markets was a complicated 
task given the national interests of the Member States, so the results of this initiative were 
more limited than the initial approach, as the initiative's name seemed to indicate. 

As part of this initiative, in 2018, the European Electronic Communications Code (EECC) 
(EC, 2018) was published. The EECC includes measures to stimulate investment and the take-
up of high-capacity networks, new spectrum rules for mobile connectivity and 5G, as well as 
changes to governance, the universal service regime, end-user protection rules, and emergency 
communication rules. It also intends to level the playing field by extending the rules to providers 
that were not regulated on the basis of the previous framework, such as over-the-top (OTT) 
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players, which offer a variety of services such as interpersonal communication, content and 
cloud services.

Roaming regulation for mobile telephony has also been a result of this initiative which 
higher visibility for European consumers. All roaming charges were abolished by June 2017. 
To make this happen, the Commission adopted a fair use policy and sustainability mechanism 
in December 2016 (EC, 2016), and made proposals for a wholesale review which led to new 
wholesale roaming prices, which were finally adopted in May 2017.

The regulation of audio-visual services was also updated with the Audiovisual Media Services 
Directive (EC, 2018). Some of the new measures included in this regulation are intended to: 
balance the right to access online content services with consumer protection and ensure better 
protection of minors; and catch the new players who have emerged in the media market over the 
last decade, such as video-sharing platforms, social media services and user-generated videos.

2.5. Data Becomes the New Gold in the Digital Ecosystem
The widespread use of the Internet for most communications and the proliferation of connected 
devices with an increasing capacity to capture information is making an exponentially growing 
digital data production possible. Any activity we perform can generate data (travel, interactions 
on social networks, exchange of messages, purchases, interactions with intelligent assistants, 
viewing of content, etc.). The value of this data, especially if it were properly processed, grew 
dramatically with the development of the digital economy, and constitutes one of its main 
assets today. Unlike other tangible assets, such as gold or oil, the possibilities in producing 
new data and gaining value from it seems limitless.

The wide availability of data is also a key asset for the development of artificial intelligence 
technologies, so that companies that have them will be in a very advantageous situation for 
their development. In turn, artificial intelligence technologies are decisive for data processing, 
so it is expected that companies with greater data access will enjoy a leadership position in 
these technologies and can thus be in a privileged position to make data increasingly profitable 
and develop advanced products.

The European authorities, aware of the growing interest to use this data and the problems 
associated with the use because the violation of its confidentiality could affect the fundamental 
rights of people, began to develop regulations on their use and to make the extraction of value 
from this data compatible with defending people’s rights. 

Thus, in 1995 the Directive 95/46/EC on the protection of individuals regarding the processing 
of personal data and free movement of personal data was published in order to prevent the 
obstacles to the free flow of personal information in the context of the internal market and to define 
the rights of data subjects, while providing the designation of independent national supervisory 
authorities. In accordance with the Directive, the processing of personal data is subject to the 
explicit consent of the data subject, who must be informed before such processing takes place. 
However, this regulation was developed when the Internet data production was very limited.

In 2016, the Data Protection Directive was replaced by the General Data Protection Regulation 

(EC, 2016) which adapts the regulation to the new digital ecosystem and extends the scope of 
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data protection to all foreign companies that process data of EU residents and establishes a 
new set of digital rights for EU citizens. 

2.6. The Consolidation of the Global Platforms in the Digital Ecosystems 
and the New Competitive Environment
In the second decade of the 21st century, communications networks and the services provided 
through them have undergone an extraordinary development that has led to a radical change 
in the structure of markets. The availability of high-performance communications networks 
with global reach, mobility and great capillarity is one of the factors that has contributed most 
importantly to this process of change. The widespread adoption of Internet protocols in these 
networks and the great increase in their capacity thanks to fibre optic transmission technologies 
and new mobile networks have facilitated the emergence of various services.

The Internet has become a high-performance network that enables the provision of all kinds 
of services at a global level. Telephone services, which in the past were only available through 
telecommunications operators with networks specifically designed to provide these services, 
are now available to any service provider over the Internet network with increasingly advanced 
features, excellent quality levels and a global reach. Messaging services over the Internet, 
provided by global operators (e.g., WhatsApp), have experienced an extraordinary development, 
replacing the SMS of traditional telecommunications operators for most uses.

Media delivery services are also experiencing unprecedented disruption. The networks 
dedicated to this content, which traditionally had a local or national scope, are in the process 
of disappearing. The current Internet network, with increasingly widespread broadband access 
and better performance, can be used for the distribution of various of high-quality content. This 
is facilitating the emergence of operators (e.g., Netflix, HBO) which, with their huge economies 
of scale, have an increasingly dominant position in the global market.

The availability of mobile terminals with high processing capacity, screens and cameras 
of excellent quality, GPS and other sensors, has opened the door to a range of new personal 
services. The mobile terminal has become the key element to interact with cyberspace and 
provide most digital services (music, telephony and video telephony, messaging, location, 
interaction in social networks, digital assistants, videotelephony, etc.).

Digital markets are evolving towards a configuration in which a limited number of agents, 
digital platforms, control a significant part of the market. A general tendency of hyper 
concentration is observed. In some cases, such as the so-called GAFAM group that is made up 
of Google, Amazon, Facebook, Apple and Microsoft, has reached unprecedented levels.

There are several reasons that could explain why this phenomenon is occurring in digital 
markets. The most relevant is the emergence of the high-performance Internet network, 
mentioned above, which provides access to the global market in a simple way and with reduced 
costs, since most of the costs of communication fall on users. The large size of the global 
market, and in many cases the nature of the products and services which are fully digital, 
allows for enormous economies of scale and scope, making it possible to increase the number 
of customers and expand into adjacent markets with a low incremental cost.
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2.7. The Initiatives of the 2019 European Commission
The European commission chaired by Ursula von der Leyen, which began its term in 2019, had 
launched several regulatory initiatives to tackle the problems that arise in the new digital era in 
which global agents with great market power have emerged (G. J. Stigler, 2019; J. Furman et al., 
2019), data has become a key asset, and artificial intelligence is advancing rapidly, becoming 
a key component of the digital services. The action establishes a leap in the policies applied 
so far that limited the regulatory intervention, affecting the players providing Internet services. 
These initiatives are a part of a plan to promote Europe Digital transformation proposed by the 
Commission (EU, 2021). 

In December 2020, the Commission proposed the Digital Services Act (DSA) (EC, 2020a) to 
regulate the obligations and responsibilities of digital services companies. Its main objectives 
are to curb the distribution of illegal content and products on the Internet, improve the 
traceability of digital business owners, strengthen the transparency of platforms, including 
that of algorithms, and increase control over large technology companies. The regulations 
will affect any company that acts as an intermediary between users, services and content 
including, among others, the providers of network infrastructures, Internet access providers, 
data hosting providers, online stores of all kinds and online service platforms (social networks, 
marketplaces, applications, etc.). 

In parallel with the DSA, the Commission proposed the creation of a new regulatory regime 
for large online platforms through the Digital Markets Act (DMA) (EC, 2020b). This regulation 
applies only to undertakings which significantly impact the internal market, control the access 
of their business users to end-users, and enjoy a consolidated position in the market. The 
regulation imposes specific obligations on companies designated as gatekeepers to ensure 
that they cannot impose unequitable conditions on the assumption of market dominance. 

Artificial intelligence technologies, as mentioned above, are becoming a fundamental 
element, increasingly used for the provision of digital services, and an exponential growth in 
their use is expected for all types of applications that, if left unchecked, could affect security 
and the fundamental rights of individuals and businesses (P. Boucher, 2020). That is why 
the Commission, in a pioneering action at the global level, proposed a regulation on the legal 
framework applicable to Artificial Intelligence systems in April 2021 (EC, 2021).

The regulation divides Artificial Intelligence systems around four levels of risk, on which it 
imposes obligations depending on their categorisation: prohibited, high risk, medium risk, and 
other systems. Among those prohibited are those capable of manipulating human behaviour, 
predicting information regarding collectives or groups to identify their vulnerabilities or special 
circumstances, or those that involve biometric identification or live mass video surveillance by 
authorities in public spaces. Among those of high risk are the security components applicable 
to regulated sectors or critical infrastructures such as air transport, motor vehicle surveillance, 
rail transport, etc. It would also include biometric identification and categorisation systems, 
personnel selection, border control or systems aimed at verifying compliance with the law or 
evaluating the credit situation of people, among others. Medium / low risk systems include 
those that do not pose a high risk to rights and freedoms such as virtual assistants.
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The public sector collects large volumes of data at the expense of public budgets. This 
data could benefit society and be made available for re-use, for commercial purposes, but also 
for research by the scientific community. In November 2020, the Commission published its 
proposal for a regulation on European data governance (EC, 2020c). This regulation is intended 
to set out a legal framework for the re-use of public sector data that are covered by third 
parties’ rights, including data covered by intellectual property rights and confidential data of 
non-personal nature as well as personal data. This type of reuse will need to ensure that privacy 
and confidentiality are fully preserved.

3. The Impact of European Policies in Spain

The digital sector in Europe has experienced enormous growth in the last three decades and has 
been transformed in an extraordinary way, making the birth of the new digital economy possible. 
The Commission and the Council, aware of the great relevance that these technologies have, 
for the development of Europe and of the rapid technological change, have been very prolific 
in the development of policies and regulations aimed at this sector, which have had a notable 
influence in Member States. The most widely used regulatory tools have been directives, which 
require transposition into national regulations, and regulations that allow faster and more 
direct application. However, EU Member States have enjoyed considerable autonomy in the 
design and implementation of their digital policies due to the absence of a true pan-European 
market for digital products and services. The different stages in the introduction of European 
regulations in Spain and their impact on the institutions and the market are summarised below.

3.1. The Implementation of the Liberalisation 
At the end of the eighties, Spanish telecommunications were in the hands of Telefónica, which 
provided the fixed telephone service, the incipient mobile telephone service (analog) and 
the public data services under a monopoly regime of indirect management. Telefónica was 
listed on the Spanish stock exchange and had a strong shareholding in the State. The only 
relevant service not provided by Telefónica was the transport of television and radio signals 
that were provided by Retevisión (1989) under a monopoly regime of direct management. 
Spain’s accession to the European Economic Community in 1986, and imminent changes in the 
provision of telecommunications services, led to the creation of a specific telecommunications 
regulatory body. In 1985, the Secretaría General de Comunicaciones, which incorporated a 
General Directorate of Telecommunications (DGTel), gave greater dynamism to the regulation of 
the sector, and established the bases for the new regulatory framework of telecommunications 
on its way to liberalisation. This process began with the publication of the LOT (Ley de 
Ordenación de las Telecomunicaciones, Ley 31/1987) in 1987, a law that, for the first time in 
Spain, created the basic legal framework of the different types of services and the main lines 
of the development of the sector. This law that was in force for more than a decade, although 
it underwent multiple modifications and regulatory developments to adapt to the maelstrom of 
the directives approved in the EU, and that had to be complemented with specific laws in some 
specialised services.
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The Spanish model of telecommunications liberalisation was conceived in the Fifth Legislature 
of Democracy, with the fourth Government of Felipe González between July 1993 and May 
1996, and consisted of the liberalisation of satellite communications and the deployment of 
two new access infrastructures, one for the provision of digital mobile telephony services and 
the other for the provision of integrated services (fixed telephony,  television distribution and 
Internet access) through cable networks (Fiber-coaxial). In addition, the creation of a second 
complete operator of telecommunications services was proposed by the privatisation of the 
Public Entity of the Red Técnica Española de TV (RETEVISIÓN), a public operator that had its 
own infrastructures since it transported the signals for the broadcasting and TV services (in 
monopoly) and for the transport of data services (in duopoly with Telefónica).

For the development of this model, specific laws were approved, of which we highlight Law 
37/1995 of December 12 on satellite telecommunications and Law 42/1995 of December 
22 on cable telecommunications. And most importantly, the start-up of Airtel (now Vodafone) 
in October 1995 (Telefónica Móviles had been operating GSM since July 1994). This required 
the adoption of the technical regulation for the value-added telecommunications service of 
automatic mobile telephony in 1994 (R.D. 1486/1994). 

The difficulty of this model consisted in the insufficient amount of time to implement it 
before 1998, the agreed date for the introduction of full competition in all Member States of the 
European Union, and also hindered the socialist government’s plans to extend universal service 
coverage. Therefore, Spain negotiated and obtained a moratorium on the appointed date. 

The arrival of the Partido Popular to the Government in 1996 was a tremendous boost to 
the liberalisation process. In 1996, Spain officially renounced the moratorium achieved by the 
previous Government and approved the Royal Decree-Law of June 6, 1996, on the Liberalisation 
of Telecommunications (RDL 6/96), which served as the basis for telecommunications 
regulation and policy until the beginning of the period of full competition. Among the initiatives 
of RDL 6/96 are the creation in Spain of the first independent regulator (Comisión del Mercado 
de las Telecomunicaciones, CMT), the previous actions that led to the constitution of the 
second fixed network operator, the definition of the definitive date for opening of the Spanish 
market, and the initiatives for the reform of the cable law. In this stage, other measures were 
adopted to promote competition, such as the establishment of two new fixed network operators 
(Retevisión and Lince), the granting of the third GSM license to Retevisión Móvil (Amena, now 
Orange), the granting of 43 cable operator licenses and complete privatisation of Telefónica. 
Finally, the General Telecommunications Law of April 24, 1998, was approved, which established 
the regulatory model for the new liberalised market, making special and exclusive rights 
disappear, promoting the transition to a regime of regulated authorisations that allowed free 
access to market for new operators and service providers under objective, transparent and non-
discriminatory conditions.

Spain, which until 1993 was one of the most lagging countries in opening its telecommunications 
market to competition, became — in just over five years — one of the most advanced European 
countries in the liberalisation of its markets. Unlike other Member States, when full competition 
arrived, on 30 November 1998, Spain had opened its main market (fixed telephony) to competition 
in services, open to any new operator using Telefónica’s networks; and competition in infrastructure, 
open to all operators, but limited in practice to cable operators and existing operators.
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The opening to competition in 1998 resulted in hundreds of operators entering the fixed 
telephony market using Telefónica’s network through indirect access, taking advantage of low 
interconnection prices and concentrating on international and provincial calls, resulting in a 
rapid fall in retail prices and investments in fixed communications. Meanwhile, the mobile 
telephony market, with deregulated prices, grew at a dizzying pace and the two operators 
created were taking relevant market shares from Telefónica Móviles, producing the virtuous 
circle of investment-price fall-market growth that displaced Telefónica’s investments to mobile 
networks to the detriment of investments in fixed networks.

The government, concerned about the lack of effective competition and investment in fixed 
networks, established in article 2 of Royal Decree-Law 7/2000 of 23 June, the conditions 
for the dominant operators of fixed public telephone networks to facilitate unbundled access 
and shared access to Telefónica’s local loop from January 2001. In this way, Spain adopted 
the regulatory principle, known as the investment ladder, harmonised in all Member States, 
with the aim of encouraging investments by incumbent operators and new entrants, ultimately 
promoting competition between networks. This principle would allow a new operator to compete 
with the incumbent from day one, to make the necessary investments progressively as its 
market share increased, successively passing resale — indirect access — loop unbundling — 
access to the ducts — own infrastructure.

The result of liberalisation was a model of competition in infrastructures of the different 
markets. In the fixed telephony and Internet access markets, many indirect access and unbundled 
loop operators would be consolidated into a few capable of completing the investment ladder. In 
the emerging market for convergent services (telephony, Internet access and TV distribution), 
there were many cable operators, one per territory, and three operators in the growing mobile 
telephony and messaging market.

As we have seen, there were many factors that influenced Spanish policy in this period: the 
evolution of technologies, the dynamics of the markets, the monetary policies that influenced 
the price policies of regulated services, etc. What weight did Europe have?

The Europeanisation of public telecommunications policies in this period has been analysed 
by different authors, but we highlight the contributions of Jacint Jordana and David Sancho 
(2007) and Joan Calzada and Antón Costas (2013) in particular. In general, all studies agree 
on the limited influence of Europe on telecommunications policy in Spain, and in all Member 
States in general. The empirical demonstration of this assertion is the enormous difference 
observed in the responses that each country gave to the pace of liberalisation and the model 
of competition (infrastructure versus services) in its domestic markets.

Studies show that the European influence came from two external factors. On the one hand, 
the European impulse towards the liberalisation of public services was used as an instrument 
for the modernisation of the Spanish economy. On the other hand, there was a need to control 
service prices so that the objectives of convergence in inflation imposed by the Maastricht 
Treaty to enter the European Monetary Union could be achieved.

However, we wish to point out that the harmonisation regulations emanating from the 
European institutions had a great influence on this process, creating a harmonised regulatory 
framework and indicating the objectives and timetables, though their transposition would allow 
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considerable discretion, which gave rise to different strategies in each country in the attempt 
to preserve the interests of national industries. The regulations emanating from Brussels have 
been the most important Europeanisation mechanism, not only in this period, but in general in 
the last 30 years.

3.2. The Adaptation of Spanish Regulation to Convergence
Following the full liberalisation achieved at the end of 1998, the regulatory framework had 
evolved to adapt to convergence, following the European directions. The most notable event 
was the publication of the General Telecommunications Law, Law 32/2003 of November 
3, which transposes the community framework known as the “1999 revision” previously 
described. This regulation was intended to converge the telecommunications, the Internet, 
and audio-visual markets.

At the beginning of convergence, the challenge for the regulation of fixed telecommunications 
was to guarantee competition before the commercialisation of “double play” service packages 
(telephony and Internet access) and in the incipient market of “triple play” (telephony, access 
to the Internet and TV) by infrastructures of a very different nature. Thus, with access networks, 
known as “last mile”, there were, on the one hand, the subscriber loops of copper pairs with 
national coverage and great capillarity (ADSL) and, on the other hand, the coaxial cable networks 
(HFC, Hybrid Fibre Coaxial) deployed by the cable operators that progressively advanced in the 
cities with the largest population.

To enable all operators to offer their customers the broadband Internet access service, 
it was necessary to regulate the wholesale service of unbundled access to the subscriber 
loop (copper pair), which consists of a telecommunications operator renting the copper pairs 
that connect to a user with the telephone exchange (what is known as the access network) 
to the designated operator with significant market power (Telefónica) to provide broadband 
services. This requires the alternative operator to deploy infrastructure to each Telefónica 
exchange where it will have customers, allowing it to provide ADSL services over Telefónica’s 
existing access network, without the need to deploy a complete telecommunications network. 
The access to the subscriber loop of incumbent operators (Telefónica) was regulated following 
European regulations (Royal Decree 3456/2000 of December 22).

Cable operators could offer the Internet access service (Docsis modem5) in packages 
integrated with telephony and TV distribution, known as “triple play”. To compete in this market, 
Telefónica deployed ADSL2+ technology in its subscriber loops and launched the Imagenio TVIp 
service, which was deployed in 2005 in densely populated areas in all Spanish provinces.

The competitive dynamics between the different types of access led to cable reaching 
relevant market shares in cities with between 500,000 and 100,000 inhabitants and ADSL 
accesses prevailing in Madrid and Barcelona (50% shared between Telefónica and the new 
entrants) and in cities with fewer than 100,000 (mainly from Telefónica).

5 Data Over Cable Service Interface Specification (DOCSIS) is an international telecommunications standard that 
permits the addition of high-bandwidth data transfer to an existing cable television system.
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It would be necessary to wait until 2010 for the deployment of fibre to the home (FTTH) 
to begin, once the CMT in 2008 imposed the obligation to open its civil works infrastructures 
to its competitors on Telefónica so that they could deploy their own fibre optic networks. This 
regulation was complemented with new a regulation established in 2009, the so-called “symmetric 
obligations”, which imposed to the first operator deploying its fibre optic network inside of a building 
the obligation to share the deployed resources to reach the users’ homes (terminal boxes, vertical 
connections, etc.) with the rest of the operators who want to offer FTTH services. In just five years, 
FTTH coverage reached 15 million homes (10.4 million Telefónica, 3.0 million Jazztel, 0.8 Vodafone 
and 0.8 Orange). For its part, the cable operator (HFC) stagnated at 7 million homes.

Meanwhile, the mobile phone market (2G and 3G) was growing at a huge rate, tripling 
its annual revenues in the period 2000-2007. On the other hand, competition was increased 
introducing a fourth operator XFERA (later Yoigo and now Masmovil) and the launch of virtual 
mobile operators in 2006. The 2007 launch of Apple’s iPhone will revolutionise this market by 
introducing mobile broadband Internet access. However, the economic crisis that began in 2008 
and the fall in the service prices as a result of increased competition in the market means that, 
despite the rapid growth in mobile broadband revenues, the mobile communications market 
has never reached revenues higher than in 2008.

The emergence of mobile virtual operators6 enabled significant progress in convergence by 
allowing cable operators and new ADSL entrants to complete their “double play” and “triple 
play” offerings with mobile services in what became known as “quadruple and quintuple 
play” offerings. The first integrated fixed telephony, fixed broadband Internet access, mobile 
telephony, and mobile Internet access; the second added TV and video-on-demand services. 
The launch of Movistar Fusion in October 2012 meant that in a single year these packages 
multiplied its customers by 5.

The commercial success of the most convergent packaging and the need to make heavy 
investments in fibre forced a consolidation process that would end with only four convergent 
operators: Telefónica, Vodafone (which acquired ONO), Orange (which acquired Jazztel) and 
Masmovil (which acquired Yoigo).

The influence of Europe on the public telecommunications policies of the Member States, 
and therefore of Spain, in the regulation of this process was very relevant. It imposed the 
methodology of analysis of non-competitive markets (relevant markets). European national 
regulatory authorities (NRAs), such as the CMT in Spain, had to analyse the different markets 
that are part of the telecommunications sector every two years to check if they are developing 
in an environment of competition and, if not, impose remedies to solve these distortions. To 
that end, a decisive element was to check whether there is any operator with significant market 
power (PSM) and to impose proportionate obligations on it to correct these market failures and 
to promote the level of competition between the different operators. Thus, the delimitation of 
the relevant markets was carried out in a 2003 EC Recommendation, which established 18 
markets (though it shrunk to 8 in 2007) and remedies for wholesale services were set out in the 
Access and Interconnection Directive and for retail services in the Universal Service Directive.

6 A mobile virtual network operator is a wireless communications service provider which do not own at least part 
of the infrastructure they use which is leased from another operator.
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3.3. The Update of the Spanish Telecom Regulation to Favour Broadband 
Network Deployment
The Digital Agenda7 for Europe adopted by the Commission was based on ultra-fast internet 
and interoperable applications which required the deployment of broadband fixed and mobile 
networks. The Commission updated the regulation to consider the changes in the competitive 
situation of the markets, the increasing degree of convergence and the new technologies. 
Spain modified its regulation accordingly.

The transposition of European directives 2009/136/EC (User Rights) and Directive 
2009/140/EC (Better Regulation) was accomplished through the publication of a new 
telecommunications law in 2014, Ley 9/2014 from 9 May, General de Telecomunicaciones. 
Some of the most relevant developments in relation to the previous law of 2003 that it 
replaces included the following: the administrative procedure for the installations of networks 
and electronic communications services was simplified, granting the authorisation for the 
provision and exploitation of networks with the sole notification requirement to the Registry of 
Operators; the rights of telecommunications users are reinforced; new functions are attributed 
to the Comisión Nacional de los Mercados y de la Competencia (the independent regulator that 
assumed the functions of the CMT), among which there is an imposition of specific obligations 
on telecommunications operators; and the universal service regulations were adapted to include 
new broadband Internet access services.

In November 2021, the Spanish Government approved the preliminary draft of the new 
General Telecommunications Law in the Council of Ministers that transposes Directive 
2018/1972 establishing the European Electronic Communications Code into the Spanish legal 
system for processing in Congress and Senate. Some of the novelties included in this law in 
relation to the General Telecommunications Law in force so far are: a reform of the universal 
service system with the elimination of phone booths and directories, and the introduction of 
new broadband services as part of universal service; the transparency of contracts with users 
is reinforced and rights in the field of mobile portability are expanded; and the conditions for 
radio spectrum concessions are modified, which should favour the deployment of the new 5G 
mobile networks.

3.4. The Digital Services Public Policies
In the field of digital services for the information society, Spain's public policies favour its 
development, following European initiatives. In 2000, a Secretary of State was created under 
the name Secretaría de Estado de Telecomunicaciones y para la Sociedad de la Información 
that assumed the competences that until then been those of the Dirección General de 
Telecomunicaciones, and expanded its responsibilities  to include the new digital services, for 
which the Dirección General para el Desarrollo de la Sociedad de la Información was created to 
help in the implementation of the new European regulations in the Spanish legal system and 
contribute to the plans to promote digitalisation in line with European initiatives. Subsequently, 

7 The Digital Agenda for Europe was proposed in 2010 in COM (2010) 245.
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this Secretary of State was renamed several times,8  and in 2020 it was divided into two 
secretaries of state: the Secretaría de Estado de Telecomunicaciones e Infraestructuras Digitales 
and the Secretaría de Estado de Digitalización e Inteligencia Artificial. 

The Public Business Entity Red.es was also created in 2000 with the aim of promoting 
and developing the information society in Spain and monitoring its development through the 
Observatory of Telecommunications and the Information Society (ONTSI). 

With the support of these bodies, several national initiatives were launched, such as INFO 
XXI (2001), the Plan Avanza (2006), the Plan Avanza 2 (2011) and the Agenda Digital (2013) 
and, more recently, España Digital 2025 (2020), in line with the European initiatives for the 
promotion of digitalisation. Several regulations have also been developed, which in many cases 
were transpositions of European Directives.

The first relevant legislative initiative in the field of digital services for the information 
society was the Ley 34/2002 de Servicios de la Sociedad de la Información y de Comercio 
Electrónico (LSSI), that transposed the European Directive on electronic commerce (EC, 2000). 
This law regulates economic activities through the Internet, understanding these as those 
products or services offered through websites, online stores and email, establishing a series of 
requirements, obligations and rights for providers of commercial services through the Internet 
and for users.

The electronic signature was regulated, transposing the Electronic Signature Directive, by 
Law 59/2003 of 19 December, on Electronic Signatures, which has considerably facilitated the 
performance of online economic activities, especially in periods of confinement caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. This law was supplemented by Law 6/2020 of 11 November, regulating 
certain aspects of electronic trust services that complements Regulation No 910/2014, on 
electronic identification and trust services for electronic transactions in the internal market 
(eIDAS). These regulations establish the conditions to make the electronic signature equivalent 
to handwritten signature from a legal point of view and its recognition within the EU.

The regulations on personal data protection were regulated in Spain by means of the organic 
law 15/1999 of December 13, on the protection of personal data (LOPD).9 The control of the 
application of these regulations was entrusted to the Agencia Española de Protección de Datos, 
the independent body which was set up in 1992 to comply with the Schengen agreements 
signed by the Spanish Government in 1990 and after the publication of on the Regulation of 
Automated Processing of Personal Data (Ley Orgánica 5/1992, de 29 de octubre, de Regulación 
del Tratamiento Automatizado de Datos de Carácter Personal). The objective of this law was to 
guarantee and protect the processing of personal data, public freedoms and the fundamental 
rights of natural persons, especially their honour, privacy, personal and family privacy. Although 
its scope is broad, it has had a significant impact on the digital sector and a considerable 
proportion of the penalties for non-compliance have fallen on this sector.

8 Secretaría de Estado para la Sociedad de la Información y la Agenda Digital (2016) in Ministerio de Energía, Turis-
mo y Agenda Digital and Secretaría de Estado para el Avance Digital (2018) in Ministerio de Economía y Empresa.

9 This law transposes Directive 95/ 46/EC of 24 October 1995 on the protection of individuals regarding the 
processing of personal data and on the free movement of such data.
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In 2018, the Organic Law 3/2018 of December 5 on Data Protection and Rights and 
Guarantee of Digital Rights adapted the European regulation 2016/679 on Personal Data to 
the Spanish legal system. The main novelty of this regulation is the evolution of a model based 
on the control of compliance to the principle of active responsibility, which requires a prior 
assessment of the treatment of the risk generated using personal data to adopt appropriate 
measures. The law also incorporates a very complete list of the rights of citizens in the digital 
world, positioning Spain as a pioneer in this field. Among the new digital rights are universal 
access to the Internet, protection of personal data and privacy, digital education, cybersecurity, 
portability of digital content, the right to be forgotten and the right to information.

The new regulations for digital services and for artificial intelligence systems proposed by 
the Commission (Digital Services Act, Digital Markets Act, and legal framework applicable to 
Artificial Intelligence systems) are expected to have a significant impact on the provision of 
digital services from digital platforms in Spain that now enjoy a very limited level of intervention. 
Their processing as directly applicable regulations will facilitate a faster implementation and a 
lower level of discretion.

4. Conclusions

European policies related to Digital and Information Society have had a notable influence in 
Spain. This sector has developed extraordinarily in the last 30 years, and given its importance 
for economic and social development, it has received considerable attention from European 
policymakers who have developed numerous initiatives that have influenced Spanish policies.

The regulations developed have focused mainly on the telecommunications sector, to 
facilitate the transition from a monopolistic situation towards a competitive market with fixed 
and mobile broadband communication networks suitable for the provision of new information 
society services at competitive prices. The results can be considered a success, in terms of 
the reduction of prices and the development of services, with Europe currently being one of the 
most regulated regions in the world, although it has had a considerable impact on limiting the 
growth of telecommunication operators.

Another objective of European policies was the creation of a single European digital market, 
although in this field the results are more limited. European policies have achieved a considerable 
degree of regulatory harmonisation, but regulations have left a high degree of discretion to 
countries in their application, which has facilitated the implementation of policies to protect 
national industries and there has been no consolidation of the electronic communications 
operator market, with Europe being one of the regions with the largest number of operators.

In the field of regulation of Internet services, Europe has applied a light touch regulation, leaving 
a considerable margin of action to companies that provide their services through the Internet using 
networks of telecommunications operators (The over-the-top companies or OTT). They have enjoyed 
considerable freedom of action and are only affected by general competition regulations.

With the arrival of the new European Commission in 2019 and in view of the evidence of 
the growing market power of new digital platforms, the development of new regulations has 
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been proposed, and the Digital Services Act and Digital Market Act will have a significant 
effect on the activities of these platforms. These new regulations are not directives that require 
transposition, so once approved, they will be applicable throughout the European Union and will 
have a considerable effect on the Spanish legal system in the following years.
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Europeanisation of Transport Policy
JAVIER CAMPOS AND M. PILAR SOCORRO

1. Introduction 

Transport is one of the economic sectors where transformation processes associated with 
the Europeanisation of public policies in Spain since 1986 have been most clearly observed. 
This sector has experienced profound transformations in the way transport infrastructures and 
services are designed and managed, also having experienced radical changes in structure, the 
degree of public intervention and the way in which transport operators relate to each other and 
to their users (De Rus et al., 2003).

Indeed, the transport system is not only an essential element in the functioning of any 
European country but is also located at the heart of the European Union's (EU) ultimate 
objective: the economic, social, and cultural cohesion of the residents of the Member States. 
Most of our daily activities could not be carried out without the permanent flow of people and 
products moving across cities, regions, and countries, making it possible for us to benefit from 
our respective comparative advantages. Moreover, the extent of competition and opportunities 
faced by European producers and consumers is conditioned by the availability of efficient 
transport, as it limits local monopoly power and widens the possibilities of social interaction 
(De Rus & Campos, 2001).

The idea of Europeanisation is important to understanding European and domestic politics. 
Radaelli (2003) argues that Europeanisation consists of processes of construction, diffusion 
and institutionalisation of formal and informal rules, procedures, policy paradigms, styles 
and norms, and shared beliefs that are first introduced in the EU policy process and then 
incorporated in the domestic discourse, political structures, and public policies. According to 
this logic, there could be several mechanisms that drive the Europeanisation process within 
transport policy. Some are activated at the macro level (for example, the implementation 
of new legislation) within a top-down process. Others are galvanised at the meso level (for 
example, the action of domestic political parties following EU policies and strategies at the 
domestic level). At the micro level there might also be policy change. For example, public 
opinion (or norms and values) may decide whether public transport should be more relevant 
than private transport within a particular setting. All these mechanisms have already been 
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explained in the literature (see Bache & Jordan, 2006; Arregui, 2007; Arregui, 2020). In this 
chapter, we plan to examine the extent to which these mechanisms have been operating in 
Spain's transport policies. 

Although the Europeanisation of transport policies increases the prospects for citizens 
to choose where to live and work, this greater freedom comes with associated costs in the 
form of externalities such as pollution or accidents. To balance these benefits and costs 
across Member States and provide a level playing field, the European Union has developed 
an extensive range of harmonisation measures that have considered both the departure 
point and the different technical and economic characteristics of each transport mode and 
country. Infrastructure requirements, operational features and costs, or even the possibilities 
for introducing competition are very different for road, rail, maritime and air transport. For this 
reason, the pace at which all these changes and adaptations were transposed into Spanish 
legislation has not been homogeneous and many of them have taken several decades to be 
fully implemented (De Rus & Campos, 2002).

From a methodological point of view, most of these ‘Europeanisation changes’ in the 
Spanish transport sector have been implemented as ‘top-down’ processes (Ladrech, 1994), 
whereby the remodelling of domestic policies has closely followed criteria defined by 
Brussels. The global nature of transport and the requirement that even in domestic markets 
competition conditions should be fully harmonised have limited the capacity of national 
governments to impose their own agendas. The main policy changes have been defined 
by numerous white and green papers that discuss the general objectives of each sector 
and specific directives (even packages of directives) which have progressed over several 
decades, with strict deadlines for the transposition of their regulations. In many Member 
States, including Spain, it has been necessary to introduce important institutional changes 
not only in the way the sector operates (for example, the separation between infrastructure 
and services in the railways), but also in its own regulation (in air transport, for example, 
most technical and safety elements are now controlled at European level). In other sectors 
(ports, road and rail transport) specific sectoral laws have been passed to change the 
overall structure, reducing the role of the public sector and paving the way for greater 
private participation and increased competition. The Europeanisation of Spanish transport 
policies is also relevant in the case of infrastructures, whose modernisation would have 
been impossible without the support of EU structural funds, regional development funding 
and other contributions (Conzelmann, 1998).

The need to modernise a crucial sector for the Spanish economy and this explicit financial 
support explains why Spain has been, in the case of transport, one of the countries that — 
with some exceptions in the case of railways — has implemented European regulations with 
the greatest speed and degree of compliance (Borras et al., 1998). The challenges have been 
numerous and important; to understand them in detail, this chapter will first summarise the 
general principles of European transport policy, identifying its main objectives. Then, it will 
review the role of transport infrastructures and how Europeanisation has transformed each 
transport sub-sector in Spain and conclude by discussing some of the main lessons learned 
from this process.
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2. The Objectives of European Transport Policy

Transport policy is a key pillar of the EU and constitutes one of the most complex regulatory 
development areas. One of the reasons that explains this difficulty is that each Member State had 
its own set of transport objectives that did not always coincide with those of its neighbors. Each of 
these objectives had institutions and tools originally devised in domestic terms. As summarised 
in Figure 1, their focus before and after European integration was completely different. From a 
political economy perspective, the Europeanisation of transport policies meant that most countries 
had to redirect their goals to promote international movements in a harmonised way, discarding 
nation-centric approaches in terms of licensing, laws, funding or technical standards. International 
trade and connections became more relevant, along with common rules to face all transport 
challenges. At the same time, regulatory institutions and the way in which transport operators 
behave (many of them, state-owned firms) also had to be adapted (European Commission, 2001). 

Figure 1. Main Elements of Transport Policy Before and After the Economic Union

Source: Adapted from Button (2010) and the European Commission (2005).

These obstacles explain why in 1957, articles 74 to 84 of the Treaty of Rome only established 
a few general guidelines for transport markets: no further progress was possible at that time. 
However, after the Maastricht Treaty was passed in 1992, it was clear that the objectives 
of national transport policies had to converge definitively with those of the Union. Over the 
next two decades, this conclusion was translated into a broad set of harmonisation directives 
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affecting all transport modes. Their overall aim was to ensure efficiency in the provision and 
operation of infrastructure and services while respecting the rules of internal cohesion. This 
was achieved by defining the following four main objectives underlying the Common Transport 
Policy (CTP) since then (Campos, 2008).

The first objective was to achieve a better balance between the different transport modes 
by improving the quality of roads, revitalising the role of railways, controlling the growth of 
air transport, and creating so-called ‘motorways of the sea’. The reason behind this principle 
was the recognised imbalance between the different modes of transport, dominated by 
road transport, both in freight and passenger services. In 1999, for example, road transport 
accounted for 44% of the freight market, compared to 41% for short sea shipping, 8% for rail 
and 4% for inland waterways. Road transport’s dominance was even greater in passenger 
transport, where it accounted for 79% of the market, while air transport with 5% was on the 
verge of overtaking rail transport, which had reached a ceiling of 6%. It was precisely this 
success of road and air transport that led, in the Commission’s view, to worsening congestion 
levels and environmental problems. For example, it was estimated that at least 10% of the 
total road network was affected by daily traffic congestion, resulting in external costs of about 
0.5% of the EU's GDP. At the same time, most major European airports were experiencing 
delays of more than a quarter of an hour for over 30% of their flights, resulting in a relevant 
overconsumption of fuel. In sum, transport was responsible for 30% of CO2 emissions, with 
road transport alone accounting for 85% of pollution attributable to the transport sector (De 
Rus & Campos, 2005). 

The second objective of the CTP was formulated in 2001 and consisted in removing major 
obstacles to the growth of the transport system as a whole, by defining and investing in 
the so-called ‘trans-European networks’ (TENs). The function of TENs was to create a modern 
and effective infrastructure to link Europe’s regions and national networks to facilitate the 
proper operation of the single market by ensuring the free movement of goods, people and 
services. In transport, they covered projects of common interest to create or upgrade transport 
infrastructure, close gaps, remove bottlenecks and eliminate technical barriers to transport 
flows between Member States. Since then, many projects of common interest have benefited 
from financial support of the European Union budget through the TEN-budget line as well as 
Structural and Cohesion Funds. The European Investment Bank has also contributed to the 
financing of these projects through loans.

The third objective was to position users at the centre of European transport policy by 
making decisive progress on safety regulation and adopting efficient charging systems that 
would allow full cost recovery. The first aspect was an important development, as it represented 
a growing concern for users. While air or rail accidents caused great consternation on an ad hoc 
basis, road transport was undoubtedly the mode with the highest number of fatalities per year. 
For this reason, the Commission recognised that road accident victims cost society not only 
tens of billions of euros in quantifiable expenditure, but also a human cost that was difficult to 
measure. Regarding charging, the Commission assumed that users should know exactly what 
they were paying for when using motorways or public transport. The use of infrastructure and 
the fight against pollution and congestion has a cost, so the way in which the user pays for the 
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internalisation of that cost should be done by applying economic principles of full transparency 
and consistency.

Finally, the last major objective of the CTP was to manage the globalisation of transport 
through international agreements that were integrated within the previous three objectives. 
While international rules were intended to facilitate trade, they often ignored issues such 
as environmental protection, safety, security, or particular industrial and social dimensions. 
Therefore, the Commission considered that transport services (especially in air and maritime 
transport) should be included in the WTO negotiations. Thus, from 2001, transport entered fully 
into the international agenda of the European Union, incorporating the objective of developing 
a sustainable transport system and contributing to the resolution of the growing problems of 
congestion and environmental pollution.

In practice, and over the last decades, these four objectives have been developed at 
different speeds in each of the main transport modes by each of the Member States.  Despite 
this asynchrony, it is possible to identify six common principles which, from an economic point 
of view, are shared by all transport policies, and whose application in Spain will be analysed in 
the following section (European Commission, 2011). These principles are:

(1) Fair competition. Competition rules – either in the market or for the markets – must 
apply to all transport modes at national and international levels, with limited intervention 
from the public sector. Certain forms of collusion (liner conferences, airline mergers, rail 
agreements, etc.) and state-owned operators may be permitted occasionally, but under 
careful monitoring by national and European authorities. Other exceptions may also be 
desirable, if required by specific market circumstances.

(2) Comparative advantage. The comparative advantages of the different modes in each area 
or region should be respected, evaluating their respective benefits and costs. This principle 
applies to both services and infrastructure provision and requires an ex-ante socio-economic 
evaluation of major transport investments, particularly those included in the TENs.

(3) Full pricing. Prices charged for each transport mode should reflect all relevant cost factors, 
minimising subsidies and other distortionary signals. Prices should include all cost factors, 
even if transport is provided by a government-owned company. Social costs should also be 
internalised so that prices reflect all relevant externalities in an intermodal balance.

(4) Deregulation. Public sector interventions opposed to market forces should be limited to 
exceptional cases. Member States should recognise that excessive intervention (including 
unjustified public funding or tax benefits) may distort the principles of the Single Market. 
However, deregulation processes should be gradual over time, so that all countries can 
adapt with the minimum social cost.

(5) Integration. EU transport policy must act as an instrument promoting regional development 
and cohesion. Opening transport links between central and peripheral regions of the EU 
and protecting peripheral and isolated territories is necessary to ensure that integration is 
effective and fair.

(6) Reliability and sustainability. Confidence in a safe, efficient and quality transport system 
promotes its use and development. Common minimum standards of quality and safety 
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must be established in all Member States, who should also develop policies that reduce 
pollution and the environmental impact of transport (European Commission, 2006).

3. Spain’s Adaptation to the European Transport Challenges

The consolidation of the common transport market under the principles described above led to 
very important changes in Spanish transport markets, which started to become effective from 
1992 onwards. Since then, road, rail, air, and maritime transport services were progressively 
freed from restrictions based on the nationality of the agents. As described in Figure 1, national 
transport policies were subordinated to the general lines established in European regulations. 
The main actions focused on the deregulation of domestic markets within the framework of the 
subsidiarity principle and on the global design of their transport systems through the planning 
of infrastructures and services. Changes were quickly implemented in some sectors such as 
road and air transport, and much slower in rail. In minor cases, Spain was able to substantially 
influence EU policies, but in most areas the result for Spain was a remarkable structural change 
(with the creation of new regulatory institutions and the entrance and exit of some operators) 
accompanied by an impressive modernisation of its infrastructures.

3.1. The Transformation of Transport Infrastructure in Spain
One of the most visible changes in the Spanish transport sector over the last three decades 
has been the improvement of its transport network. Although some notable problems and 
many regional imbalances persist, most of Spain’s roads, ports, airports, and railways are 
now generally regarded as in a good state of modernisation, and, comparatively, the country 
is well above the European average in terms of both provision levels and accessibility indices. 
Much of this situation is a consequence of the Europeanisation of the transport sector, which 
has been particularly active in terms of transport investments. Within the EU structural funds  
— particularly the Cohesion Fund and the European Regional Development Fund — Spain has 
been the country that has benefited most until 2020 (as a percentage of GDP), although 
this gap has narrowed significantly after the latest enlargements towards Eastern Europe. In 
nominal terms, the volume of funds received in the last 20 years is around €50 billion, and most 
of it has been devoted to infrastructure, particularly the high-speed rail network, the expansion 
of airport and port capacity and the upgrading of motorways and conventional roads. Spain 
has also participated, although with less intensity, in the so-called ‘Trans-European transport 
networks’ (TENs), a set of basic axes for the movement of people and goods that define the 
arteries through which the single market is nourished (European Commission, 2006).

However, not everything is positive. Many studies have found some perverse incentives 
and criticised socially questionable results (De Rus & Socorro, 2010). Most of these 
problems are associated with the so-called ‘funding-gap’, the main co-financing mechanism 
for infrastructure investments. It basically consists of the EU providing funds for the 
difference between the present value of a project's investment costs (e.g., an airport) and 
the net present value (NPV) of its income. Thus, the gap covers the part of the investment 
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costs that cannot be directly recovered throughout the life of the project, reaching in some 
cases a co-financing rate of 80% of the NPV. 

Despite its relevance, this mechanism may yield unwanted results. Member States have 
no incentives to prioritise them according to social benefits, minimise project costs or to set 
prices according to their marginal social cost in the short term, despite the fact that this is the 
most economically efficient criterion recommended by the European Commission. Due to these 
incentives, it is not surprising that member countries have paid little attention to the economic 
selection of welfare-improving projects or the minimisation of costs. For example, an ex-post 
evaluation of a sample of projects co-financed by the Cohesion Fund in the period 1993-2004 
concluded that national governments had mainly focused on meeting the requirements and 
deadlines for obtaining financing and paid less attention to technical contents and economic 
value-for-money (ECORYS Transport, 2005).

In the case of Spain, much of the criticism focuses on the modal and geographical imbalance 
which has favoured, for example, the development of a modern rail transport network with 
demand levels well below its social costs, and with indirect damages for the transport of goods 
or for the access to more remote regions. In this sense, the Europeanisation of transport 
policies, by granting more discretionary margins to national and regional governments, has 
produced some unsatisfactory results (Betancor & Llobet, 2015).

3.2. Changes in Road Transport Policies
As in the rest of Europe, in 1986, road transport was dominant in Spain where, as in Greece, 
Ireland and Italy, it had a market share of over 80%. This situation is not only explained 
by geography and a relatively good-quality infrastructure, but also by the economic model 
of the second half of the 20th century, which favoured imports and exports that could be 
easily transported on roads. Tourism and national income also grew from 1960 onwards, 
thus increasing urban and inter-urban travel. Moreover, traffic levels continued to rise over the 
following decades. 

In contrast to what happened in other countries, road haulage in Spain was operating in a 
relatively liberalised context, with practically no quantitative restrictions and in direct competition 
with the railways. This explains why this sector was the fastest to adapt to European integration. 
To a large extent, the sector developed through self-employed entrepreneurs with their own 
vehicles. This created an industry with very flexible and competitive small companies, albeit 
with a low level of professional skills and little control over the technical and safety standards 
of the vehicle. Discretionary services developed rapidly and without any restrictions. Although 
hauliers had to pay a fee for the railways, their low quantitative importance did not restrict 
the development of road transport, which freely set prices and allowed for an unprecedented 
expansion of freight transport activity in Spain. Road became a strong competitor to rail and 
gradually replaced it as the main freight mode. 

From 1971 onwards, the economic difficulties resulting from the oil crises led hauliers, 
with the support of the railways, to exert pressure to prevent new licences from being granted. 
Thus, a quota system was established for public freight transport, as well as a system of fork 
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pricing which, for distances of more than 170 kilometres, established the limits between which 
fares could vary. Only vehicles weighing less than six tonnes were exempt from the need to 
have a permit to carry out their activity as carriers. The aim of the regulation was the internal 
organisation of the sector to avoid the consequences of excessive competition. 

Progressively throughout the 1980s, companies grew and started replacing medium-sized 
vehicles with larger vehicles. Carriers had to increase the average capacity of their vehicles 
to cope with higher transport volumes, although they might otherwise have preferred to have 
more vehicles with lower capacity, a more flexible solution for capacity adjustments between 
the short and long term. Although the quotas were initially very broad and affected all areas 
of activity, over time they became more restrictive until they finally had to be dismantled as a 
result of the European integration. 

In fact, the main Europeanisation change in the Spanish road transport sector was brought 
in 1987 with the approval of the Land Transport Organisation Act (Ley de Ordenación de los 
Transportes Terrestres, LOTT). The LOTT defined a new legal framework more favourable to the 
liberalisation of the sector, open access and competitive prices. The new law introduced the 
principle of fair competition between transport modes, eliminating the theoretical subordination 
of road to rail. Its general guidelines established that the framework for action in which transport 
services and activities should be developed was that of the market economy, although the 
government maintained a broad regulatory capacity with the aim of offering an efficient 
transport system and introducing other EU-oriented principles. The LOTT also introduced 
changes in qualitative regulations. The most important ones referred to the homogenisation of 
the requirements for obtaining the administrative qualification that enabled the exercise of the 
transport operator profession and other harmonisation measures in line with CTP objectives 
and principles.

In the case of road passenger transport, both urban and interurban, the degree of liberalisation 
achieved in Spain has been low. Community regulations allowed subsidised public operators 
to remain, though they generally favoured concessions (competition for the market) in cases 
where this was possible and by substantially shortening the duration of these concessions.

3.3. Rail Transport in Slow Tracks
In 1950, the rail sector in Spain accounted for almost 60% of total passenger traffic and 33% of 
freight traffic. By 2000, these market shares had followed a sharply declining trend — although 
the decline seems to have slowed down in recent years, especially in high-speed trains — with 
a share close to 8% of passenger traffic and 5% of freight traffic. The decline of rail as the 
dominant mode of transport had already been noted by most European countries since the 
middle of the century and can be attributed mainly to the lack of capacity of existing companies 
to respond to market challenges and to regain market share. 

This reality sharply contrasts with the hopes that the European Union still has potential in 
terms of railway transport, both in the freight and passenger sectors, and especially in the 
suburban and long-distance sectors. Proof of this is the existence of an active European railway 
policy which has tried to promote and homogenise the changes which have taken place and are 
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taking place in the different national railway companies. In fact, the so-called first rail package 
in 1991 clearly opted for a model of railway restructuring based on vertical disintegration 
(separation of infrastructure from services) and market liberalisation (private participation and 
open access in domestic and international routes), the current organisation of the sector across 
the European Union is still surprisingly heterogeneous (Campos, 2015). 

In countries such as Sweden, the United Kingdom or Finland, measures of complete 
institutional and operational separation (into different bodies or companies) were adopted very 
early on, while others only opted (from 1997 onwards) for an accounting or organisational 
separation within the same holding, with a much lower level of disintegration. In most cases, 
the public sector has retained the strategic control of infrastructure, with minor contributions 
from private companies in freight transport and regional markets. As a result of this institutional 
design, the current situation of rail transport in Europe could be considered as one of ‘unfinished 
liberalisation’, with huge progress in the case of freight transport and larger delays in passenger 
transport, a sector where the Commission’s attempts still meet with reluctance on the part of 
some Member States. 

In Spain, the Europeanisation of its rail policies arrived late. As in other countries, the sector 
was dominated since 1941 by a vertically integrated public monopoly — RENFE — whose 
market share and relative importance gradually declined over time. From a financial point of 
view, losses were also very significant, particularly on short and medium distance routes, 
with long distance and high-speed lines achieving outstanding results in productivity and cost 
coverage. In 1980, the overall deficit of the company stood at 5,000 million euros per year, 
which forced restructuring and reforms. 

Thus, in 1994, RENFE was reorganised into specialised business units (transport 
services and infrastructure), with separate accounts and objectives. In 1997, the Gestor de 
Infraestructuras Ferroviarias (GIF) was created, a public management agency responsible for 
the construction and maintenance of the infrastructure and financed through access fees paid 
by all operators. However, it was not until the approval in 2003 of the Railway Sector Act 
(Ley del Sector Ferroviario, LSF) when the European principles of railway liberalisation were 
definitively transposed into Spanish legislation. This introduced two relevant modifications: a 
change in the structure of the sector, with new agents that enshrined the principle of vertical 
disintegration and the opening to competition, first in freight transport and then in passenger 
transport, so far limited to several high-speed lines (Campos & De Rus, 2009). 

In 2005, GIF became ADIF (Administrador de Infraestructuras Ferroviarias) and was given 
more independence (although still subordinate to the government) in order manage rail traffic 
and allocate the available capacity among licensed operators. It is also responsible for the 
operation and maintenance of the national rail network (regional and urban lines are managed 
by regional governments and municipalities), and for the execution of new investments, 
either directly or through concessions to private companies, in accordance with EU principles. 
With support from European funds, Spain has become one of the world leaders in terms of 
the extension of its high-speed network, although its actual use and efficiency is far below 
expectations (Campos, 2020).
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3.4. Maritime Transport in Full Sail
Maritime transport in Spain and the management of its port infrastructures have undergone 
major changes over the last decades. The sector experienced a notable stagnation of 
national cabotage traffic between 1973 and 1997, with a decline in coastal shipping, which 
was only partly compensated by passenger traffic as a result of the increase in tourism 
(cruises) and domestic trips in the Canaries and Balearic Islands (Suárez-Alemán et al., 
2014).

However, the origins of the crisis of the maritime sector in Spain must also be found in the 
lack of competitiveness of our fleet and in the institutional framework that existed in the country 
over the last thirty years. In fact, two periods in the evolution of the Spanish maritime sector 
can be distinguished. The first one stems from 1974 to 1985 and was characterised by a large 
number of small companies, which did not allow shippers to take advantage of economies of 
size and scope. Moreover, as a result of the oil crisis, there was a growing overcapacity of the 
oil fleet and, to a lesser extent, of the bulk carrier fleet.

To tackle these problems, the government nationalised a major operator, Trasmediterranea, 
in 1977. It also provided public aid to the sector to compensate for the loss of competitiveness 
to which operators were subjected as a result of shipowners’ obligation to purchase vessels 
built in national shipyards, hire Spanish crews and other restrictive regulations. Paradoxically, 
in some cases these measures were instruments of greater strangulation for companies, rather 
than lifelines, as they distorted the signals that companies had to adapt to the competitive 
environment. This happened, for example, with the setting of freight rates in many cases below 
international rates.

A second period in the evolution of the Spanish maritime transport began in 1986. That 
same year saw the first agreements to adopt liberalisation measures, a long process that 
would last until the present day. The Europeanisation of the maritime policies resulted in 
an important revulsive of the sector. EU Accession led to an intensification of foreign trade 
with other European countries, which generated a significant increase in land transport 
at the expense of the progressive stagnation of maritime transport. Despite some initial 
improvements, the change ended up reinforcing the trend — which started in 1979 — towards 
a marked decline in the fleet, beyond the adjustments for overcapacity. Competitiveness 
was sought by abandoning the national flag and registering national vessels under flags of 
convenience. Between 1985 and 1995, the number of vessels fell from 510 to 230, and 
employment was reduced by more than 50%.

With the approval in 1992 of the Ports and Merchant Navy Law (Ley de Puertos y Marina 
Mercante), a more competitive framework was established, which included the opening of a 
Special Ship Register in the Canary Islands, with tax exemptions and rebates. On the other 
hand, the gradual liberalisation of access to foreign competitors was carried out in strict 
accordance with the EU directives, although Spain obtained certain safeguards and grace 
periods. Regarding passenger traffic, the entry of new competitors also reduced the dominant 
position held by domestic shippers, but they still operate lucrative routes in the archipelagos 
and with the enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla. 
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Prior to the changes introduced in 1992, the Spanish port system was based on the 
existence of two parallel management models. On the one hand, there were four autonomous 
ports (Barcelona, Bilbao, Valencia, and Huelva), which activity was self-regulated, whereas the 
remaining main ports were managed by a centralised network for decision-making on tariffs and 
investments. The Europeanisation introduced by the Ports and Merchant Navy Law established 
a single organisational model for state-owned ports, determining the conditions under which 
private agents could participate in the provision of services. The figure of the port authority 
was established as the main managing institution, acting also as the regulator of the private 
companies. The port authorities are under the control of Puertos del Estado, an agency that 
executes the port policy established by the government.

Additional amendments introduced in 1997 to the Ports Act aimed to further decentralise 
the operation of ports and delimit the role of the regions in relation to State-owned ports. The 
aim of the reform was to give port authorities greater autonomy in the determination of tariffs, 
in decisions to be undertaken on investments, and to try to attract greater participation of 
private companies in port activity.

3.5. The Complete Europeanisation of Air Transport
The air transport sector has a strong international dimension that requires international 
regulation. This fact was first acknowledged in 1944 when representatives from 52 countries 
met to sign the Convention on International Civil Aviation (the Chicago Convention). Despite this, 
in the four decades that followed the Chicago Convention of 1944, airline policy was purely 
national, except for some cooperation in price setting for international routes (Lawton, 1999).

Until 1980, most EU Member States thought that the European aviation policy was outside of 
the jurisdiction of the European Commission and that it was a matter for national governments 
(Button et al., 1998). However, by the early 1980s, following the example of US air transport 
market liberalisation and the lead of some countries such as UK, which were undertaking some 
internal liberalisation measures, European governments began to realise that this nationalistic 
and interventionist air transport policy was no longer reasonable and started to accept the 
need for airline liberalisation.

The air transport sector within the European Union was liberalised step by step (Button, 
2010). In particular, the EU introduced three legislative packages in 1987, 1990 and 1992. 
With the “First Package” the established rules were relaxed, including the possibility for 
bilateral sharing of seat capacity, and limiting governments’ right to object to fares. This was 
extended in 1990 with the “Second Package”, which implied greater flexibility concerning fare 
setting and capacity sharing. Governments could no longer discriminate against airlines of 
other Member States, since they met safety criteria. The final reform of air transport, the “Third 
Package”, was started in 1992 and implemented in phases with the aim of having a regulatory 
structure by 1997 similar to that for US liberalised domestic aviation. In specific, since 1997 
full cabotage has been permitted and fares are generally unregulated.

Until the entry into force of the EU internal air transport market regulations in 1993, intra-EU 
routes were to a large extent "monopolised" by national carriers such as British Airways, Air 
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France, Lufthansa, Alitalia, Iberia, or KLM (Burghouwt et al., 2015). The first consequence of 
the implementation of the “Third Package” on the Spanish domestic market was the entry on 
the scheduled flights market of new airlines such as Air Europa and Spanair, that had previously 
offered only charter flights. The increased competition in the Spanish air domestic market 
implied price reductions on nearly all the routes (Rey, 2003).

European state airlines frequently benefitted from state intervention, such as direct operating 
aids or aids aimed at improving the airline’s financial structure. Such a scheme was not in line 
with EU principles proceeding from an “open market with free competition” (see Article 119 of the 
Treaty on the Functioning of the EU). However, the European Commission acknowledged that many 
of these flag carriers were unable to compete without state aids in a fair open market. For this 
reason, the Commission implemented the “one-time, last-time” principle, providing governments 
with a short transition period to help national carriers to increase their market competitiveness.

In the case of Iberia, despite an important capital injection from the Spanish government, 
the company continued to lose money. Under this situation, the Spanish authorities persisted in 
arguing for aid based on factors beyond the control of Iberia, such as the Spanish recession and 
the problems associated with privatising Iberia’s South American subsidiaries (Lawton, 1999). This 
reflects the fact that, although financial aid to airline companies was within the legal competence 
of the European Commission, they were frequently ignored by national governments.

Between 1996 and 2014, the Spanish Government paid at least 511.3 million euros to airlines 
to facilitate route start-ups or to ensure their continuity (Ramos-Pérez, 2016). EU legislation allows 
for these subsidies whenever they fulfill the following requirements: (i) contribution to a well-defined 
objective of common interest; (ii) a real need for state intervention; (iii) the suitability of state aid as 
a policy instrument (that is, a business plan with prospects of profitability within three years); (iv) an 
incentive effect; (v) proportionality; (vi) avoidance of negative effects on intermodal competition; (vii) 
transparency. Despite these EU requirements, in only 17.5% of the cases recorded during 1996-
2004 there was a public tender to award state aid, and in many of these cases the requirements 
and conditions stipulated in the tender restrict the potential number of tendering airlines to a single 
company. Although the final aim is to increase air transport operations with the development of 
new routes, most state aids were linked to tourist promotion as a way to avoid problems with EU 
regulation and without any prior strategy to reach medium and long-term objectives. 

Current Spanish air transport policy is characterised by the existence of public service 
obligations (PSOs) and the discount for residents. PSOs are the most frequent instrument 
enabling the connection to remote areas worldwide. European legislation distinguishes between 
open and restricted PSOs. The open PSO establishes a set of conditions, such as maximum or 
reference prices, frequencies, time intervals and even the type of aircraft, allowing any airline 
that wants to enter the market to do so. The restricted PSO is established on those routes 
that are not commercially profitable in the absence of public intervention. Routes under PSOs 
are usually operated by a single airline that obtains the exclusiveness (and quite likely the 
corresponding economic compensation) after a competitive tendering process. 

It is worth highlighting that the European Commission considers PSOs as something 
exceptional, that makes sense when the market fails in solving accessibility problems, as is 
the case of routes with low demand (less than 100,000 passenger-trips) or with outermost 
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territories. Air transport PSOs in Spain are set under a common European legal framework 
defined by the European Commission, although the Spanish Government has autonomy in the 
selection of protected regions, minimum frequency and service levels, reference fares and the 
amount of possible economic compensations.

Passengers with residence in non-peninsular territories in Spain (the Canary Islands, the 
Balearic Islands and the cities of Ceuta and Melilla) are nowadays entitled to receive a 75% 
discount on the ticket price of all domestic flights departing/arriving to their place of residence. 
These subsidies are an exemption within the general European legislation on state aid rules, 
aiming to protect passengers from peripheral areas on a territorial equity basis. In 2017, Spain 
devoted 300 million euros to support this public policy, an amount that is higher than the entire 
public support in Europe or the U.S. In 2018, the public expenditure climbed to nearly 800 
million euros with significant price increases to non-residents (AIReF, 2020).

Finally, regarding airports, the agency in charge of airport management and air traffic 
control in Spain is Aeropuertos Españoles y Navegación Aérea (Aena), under partial control by 
the national government. As in the rest of Europe, it has been open to a more decentralised 
management and competitive model, and as a result of pressure from airlines, aeronautical 
charges have fallen since the 1980s, whereas revenues from commercial activities have 
increased. The liberalisation of handling activities is another illustrative example of the process 
of change and liberalisation. However, the overall profitability of the network is still low, except 
for Madrid and Barcelona (due to their hub-and-spoke characteristics). The other profitable 
Spanish airports are those with significant international traffic, which cross-subsidise the 
remaining ones, an exception which is permitted by the CTP.

4. Conclusions

The Europeanisation of Spanish transport policy since 1986 has led to major changes in the 
whole sector, not only in its structure, but especially in the definition of its objectives. The 
main challenges have been the transposition of several principles and objectives into national 
legislation, to which many modes of transport were not accustomed before EU accession. They 
have focused on three main areas of action: firstly, the liberalisation of transport infrastructures 
and services within the framework of their adaptation to EU regulations; secondly, the 
introduction of the principles of harmonised and sustainable mobility within the framework 
of all transport policies; and finally, the planning and execution of an ambitious investment 
programme aimed at significantly improving the relative provision of infrastructures in Spain. 
Thus, this chapter has shown that the main Europeanisation mechanisms that have operated 
in the transport policy in Spain were activated at the macro level through the implementation of 
new legislation that has produced the liberalisation, harmonisation and internationalisation and 
significant investments within the transport sector. 

Regarding liberalisation policies, Spanish transport legislation has adapted to the harmonisation 
principles established by the European Union since 1986, but some sectors have moved faster 
than others. This has led to the gradual liberalisation of all transport modes, many of which were 
initially much more regulated in Spain than in the rest of Europe. For example, in road freight 
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transport, most of the entry restrictions and other barriers to competition that had existed since 
the 1950s were progressively eliminated. In transport modes that were dominated by large public 
monopolies, the market power of companies is now significantly reduced. In some cases (such as 
the former public operators Iberia or Trasmediterranea), liberalisation was also accompanied by 
a process of privatisation, while in others (RENFE in rail transport) major structural changes were 
introduced (such as the separation of infrastructure management from service provision) to favour 
competition. In contrast, in many cases urban passenger transport remains in the hands of public 
or semi-public operators, and in interurban transport the excessive duration of concessions still 
limits, in some cases, the effectiveness of competition for the market.

When compared to the pre-1986 situation, there is no doubt that the outcome of the liberalisation 
of services in Spain has been very positive, particularly in terms of capacity and price-quality for 
users. However, this does not mean that the degree of competition achieved in the transport 
markets guarantees that they are currently operating at the highest possible level of efficiency. 
In fact, neither the national government nor the different autonomous or local authorities have so 
far shown excessive zeal in advancing liberalisation policies beyond EU or national requirements, 
sometimes using arguments based on equity or on certain impacts on their territory.

From 2001 onwards, once most of the objectives of liberalisation in transport markets that 
had been promoted by EU directives were achieved, the focus of transport policy in Spain began 
to shift towards the idea of sustainable mobility that emanated from the European Commission. 
In this way, transport policy started to increasing traffic intensities, levels of congestion, noise, 
and pollution, and discourage the use of environmentally aggressive transport modes, as well 
as favouring the full internalisation of social and environmental costs. This sustainable mobility 
strategy aims at decoupling transport growth from economic growth, developing alternatives to 
private car and road freight transport and the correct allocation of external costs. It also insists on 
the need for rigorous monitoring of the sector’s environmental performance and, where possible, 
setting quantifiable targets for transport policy.

The Europeanisation of Spanish transport policy has also had a major impact on infrastructure 
investments and, in fact, this area alone constitutes one of the most important achievements 
of transport transformation in the country. Over the last decades, a thorough renovation and 
modernisation of all transport infrastructures has been carried out, with accumulated investment 
in this sector representing almost 1% of GDP in annual terms. Between 1986 and 1992, the 
investment drive was motivated by the initial need to prepare the country for the international 
commitments of 1992; from that date onwards, the objective was to force a rapid convergence 
with European levels of provision and from 2001 onwards the sustainable development strategy 
has been added to this objective. 

Most of this investment effort has been of a public nature and has been carried out by the 
national government, except in the case of roads (where it has been shared almost 50-50 with 
the autonomous communities and local authorities). In any case, the success of this transport 
policy is also significant, as Spain can now be considered to have a transport system that is 
practically in convergence with the rest of Europe in terms of road and rail equipment, especially 
in relation to high-speed lines. Regarding ports and airports, the national network coordinated by 
public entities such as Puertos del Estado and Aena has so far shown sufficient capacity to meet 
the main challenges presented. However, a process of reform of the airport model is currently 
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underway. The reforms aim to separate airport management from air traffic control activities, 
involve the regional governments and other local authorities in management, and promote the 
entry of private capital. Although on paper these three measures are positive and would bring 
the Spanish airport model closer to that of other developed countries, a priori they are not fully 
compatible with each other, and the desired organisational model must be carefully designed to 
avoid the risk of the changes being ineffective or worsening the current results.

In short, most of the challenges associated with the Europeanisation of transport policies in 
Spain have already been addressed. In most sectors, the measures have been unidirectional, 
a result of the necessary harmonisation of a sector whose relevance for European integration 
leaves little room for action by national authorities. The remaining advances that can be expected 
in the coming years include the culmination of the adaptation of rail and the implementation of 
more sustainable transport policies in all sectors.
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Europeanisation of Spanish 
Competition Policy

YANNIS KARAGIANNIS

1. Introduction 

This chapter explores the Europeanisation of Spanish competition policy. Competition policy 
can be defined as the set of legal, administrative, and organisational instruments that aim 
at promoting and preserving the competitive functioning of markets. In substantive terms, it 
usually consists of three components: antitrust, merger control, and competition advocacy. In 
the case of the European Union (EU), it also includes the control of state subsidies that grant 
receiving companies an advantage over competitors.

In line with the rest of this volume, I rely on Bache and Jordan’s definition of Europeanisation 
as “the incremental process [leading to] the reorientation or reshaping of politics in the domestic 
arena in ways that reflect policies, practices and preferences advanced through the EU system 
of governance” (Bache & Jordan, 2006, p. 30). 

Methodologically, Europeanisation can be studied both by checking whether important 
national developments reflect EU ones, and by checking whether important EU developments 
have a quick and distinguishable effect on national policy (Exadaktylos & Radaelli, 2009). 
Nevertheless, the latter approach sets the methodological bar for “proving” Europeanisation 
higher. In addition, it is arguably more compatible with our definition of Europeanisation. 
Therefore, this approach is applied in this chapter.

My main descriptive findings are two. First, and perhaps most importantly, Spanish 
competition policy has undergone a process of deep and lasting Europeanisation. Second, 
as far as competition policy is concerned, Spain had been looking at the European Economic 
Community (EEC) and the biggest EEC Member States way before the country’s accession 
to the club. Therefore, in the unlikely case that the EU disappeared, we should not expect 
a re-nationalisation of this policy area. Turning to my main causal argument, the process of 
Europeanisation has been sustained by three important (i.e., collectively sufficient) factors: 
(a) the top-down promotion of Europeanisation by the EU authorities; (b) the economic, or 
“functional” logic behind business associations’ demands for a uniform set of standards; and 
(c) the full acceptance of the EU competition discourse by Spanish political parties.  



190 Europeanisation of Public Policies in Spain: Opportunities and Challenges

The rest of this chapter is organised as follows. Section 2 offers an overview of competition 
policy. Section 3 presents the evolution of EU competition “policy, practices and preferences” 
from the beginning of the process of European integration to today. Section 4 traces the 
evolution of Spanish competition policy since the passing of the first national competition law 
in the early 1960s, with a special emphasis on the period since the mid-1980s. Section 5 
turns to the three aforementioned causal factors in the Europeanisation of Spanish competition 
policy. Section 6 concludes with a brief comparison between the Spanish case and the cases 
of Britain, France, and Germany. Such a comparison allows us to gauge the extent of the 
Europeanisation of Spanish competition policy. 

2. Competition Policy in a Nutshell

As already mentioned above, competition policy aims at regulating business conduct that may 
distort the competitive process. Although the deeper reasons why competition is protected 
vary across time and space (Ehlermann & Laudati, 1997), nowadays most competition policies 
in the world supervise four categories of business conduct: horizontal agreements, vertical 
agreements, unilateral abuses of market power, and mergers and acquisitions.1 

Horizontal agreements are agreements between business firms that operate at the same 
stage of the production or distribution chain (i.e., agreements between actual or potential 
competitors). The four most prominent types are price-fixing cartels, market-sharing cartels, 
bid-rigging, and collective refusals to sell. Due to the direct and unquestionable risk they pose 
to competition, such agreements have always been strictly regulated. Yet it is only since the 
late 1990s that the fight against them has become the main priority of competition enforcement 
agencies in Europe and North America. For example, in June 2020 a US court imposed a fine 
and a 40-month prison sentence to the chief executive officer of a canned tuna company that 
had participated in a price-fixing cartel.2 In October 2021, the Spanish Competition Authority 
imposed a €128 million fine on eight equipment firms that had been rigging their bids for 
contracts in the Spanish market for railway signaling equipment.3 And in December 2021, 
the European Commission imposed a €344 million fine on five major international banks for 
participating in a price-fixing cartel in the Foreign Exchange market.4 

Vertical agreements are agreements between business firms that operate at different 
stages of the production or distribution chain (e.g., agreements between a manufacturer and its 
wholesale distributor, or between a wholesale distributor and a retail outlet). Vertical agreements 
often limit intra-brand competition, in the sense that they restrict competition between firms 
that handle products of the same brand (e.g., supermarkets that sell the same wine and 
which are forced to charge the same price). At the same time, however, since the end of the 
1970s, most economists consider that restrictions of intra-brand competition are sometimes 

1 Horizontal agreements, vertical agreements, and the control of unilateral abuses of market power are sometimes 
collectively referred to as “antitrust”. 

2 https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/former-bumble-bee-ceo-sentenced-prison-fixing-prices-canned-tuna 

3 https://www.cnmc.es/prensa/cartel-seguridad-comunicaciones-ferroviarias-20211001 

4 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_21_6548 
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necessary to foster inter-brand competition (e.g., to compete better with wine producer B, 
wine producer A may require supermarkets to shelve its wine only in a certain manner). The 
anti-competitive nature of such agreements is thus neither obvious nor universally admitted. 
Hence, most competition policies nowadays regulate the most harmful sub-categories of such 
agreements, namely resale price maintenance (otherwise known as vertical minimum price-
fixing), exclusive dealing agreements, and restrictions concerning the territory into which the 
buyer may sell. For example, in July 2018, the European Commission imposed a € 111 million 
fine on four computer hardware and electronics producers who had pushed retailers to increase 
their price to at least the recommended retail price.5 That same year, the Spanish Competition 
Authority imposed a fine nearing € 1 million on a gas boiler manufacturer who excluded post-
sale servicing by firms outside its network, and who obliged customers to buy spare parts 
exclusively from him.6

Regarding unilateral abuses of market power, when carried out by a firm of a sufficiently 
large size compared to the market, certain categories of unilateral conduct may be deemed 
detrimental to the public interest. The arch-typical example is that of a monopoly firm that charges 
either extortionately high prices (i.e., exploitative conduct aiming at ripping off consumers), 
or unreasonably low prices (i.e., exclusionary conduct aiming at eliminating competitors). 
Whether such a strategy makes sense depends on several factors, including (a) the size of the 
perpetrator relative to the relevant product market and in the relevant geographic market; (b) 
the presence of entry barriers that might keep competitors away; and (c) the transparency of 
pricing and other conditions. Most competition policies in the world nowadays regulate such 
conduct, but tread rather carefully. For example, after a lengthy investigation, in February 2021 
the European Commission found that a big pharmaceutical company was charging excessive 
prices for six critical cancer medicines, and obliged the company to reduce its profit margins 
by an average of 73%.7 Similarly, in 2019 the Spanish Competition Authority condemned the 
Spanish Post Office for abusing its dominant position by offering big clients deep discounts 
aimed at eliminating the competition in retail postal services.8     

In relation to mergers and acquisitions, historically, most competition policies start off by 
regulating horizontal agreements, vertical agreements, and unilateral abuses of market power 
— but not mergers and acquisitions. However, they are faced with a paradox: by prohibiting 
certain categories of agreements between separate firms, they create a perverse incentive 
for these firms to merge into one bigger unit, and hence eliminate any competition that might 
occur in the future. To overcome this, all major competition policy systems today include a 
merger control component. The policy usually rests on a pre-merger notification by the parties, 
followed by in-depth economic analysis by the authorities that can authorise, conditionally 
allow, or prohibit the merger. For example, in December 2021 the US Federal Trade Commission 
sued to block a $40 billion vertical merger between an electronic chip supplier and a design 

5 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/cs/IP_18_4601 

6 https://www.cnmc.es/prensa/multa-reparacion-calderas-cnmc-20191126 

7 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_21_524 

8 https://www.cnmc.es/prensa/sancionador-correos-20220223#:~:text=La%20CNMC%20ha%20sancionado%20
con,S%2F0041%2F19). 
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provider, alleging that the deal would give one of the largest chip companies control over the 
computing technology and designs that rival firms relied on to develop their own competing 
chips.9 Similarly, in January 2022 the European Commission blocked a horizontal merger 
between two shipbuilders that would have created a dominant firm, thus reducing competition 
in the worldwide market for the construction of large liquefied gas carriers.10 In March 2021, 
the Spanish Competition Authority allowed two of the most important retail banks in the country 
to merge, though subject to numerous conditions specifically designed to avoid any harm to 
consumers.11    

Finally, regulatory institutions are as important as substantive rules. To simplify, institutional 
systems can be arranged along two dimensions. The first concerns the balance between 
public enforcement by an administrative body and private enforcement before courts of law. 
The weakest competition regimes are generally considered to have been those that relied 
exclusively on private enforcement. Conversely, the strongest are those that combine both 
types of enforcement. The second dimension concerns the level of sanctions, which of course 
includes the credibility of the threat of such sanctions. Whereas the weakest competition 
regimes, such as those of Britain or Spain in the 1960s and 70s, did not contemplate sanctions, 
their strongest counterparts often impose multi-million euros fines. In some countries, severe 
antitrust violations constitute criminal offences and may carry prison sentences.       

3. The Evolution of European Competition Policy

To say that Spanish policy has undergone an incremental process of Europeanisation (as 
opposed to no Europeanisation or one-off adaptation) there must be a demonstrated co-evolution 
of EU and national policy. This section focuses on the EU side of that co-evolution.   

3.1. European Competition Policy Before Spain's Entry into the EU
European competition policy finds its roots in the post-world War II reaction against pre-war 
abuses of cartels and dominant firms, particularly in the coal-rich German industrial region of 
the Ruhr. For the US Occupation forces, German cartels, Konzern, and monopolies had not only 
been formidable competitors of US firms, but also central pillars of the Nazi regime. For France, 
the vertical integration of German steel producers with coal mines impeded non-discriminatory 
access to quality coal, thus penalising the French steel and energy-generating industries. 
These positions were not too far from those held by a small but increasingly influential group of 
liberal-minded German intellectuals known as the "Ordo-liberals". Thus, despite fierce domestic 
opposition in Germany and to a lesser extent in France, in 1951 a transnational network 
composed on US, French, and German policymakers created the European Coal and Steel 
Community (ECSC), and gave it an explicit mandate to regulate horizontal agreements, vertical 

9 https://www.ftc.gov/news-events/news/press-releases/2021/12/ftc-sues-block-40-billion-semiconductor-
chip-merger 

10 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_22_343 

11 https://www.cnmc.es/prensa/fusion-bankia-caixabank-20210323 
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agreements, abuses of dominant positions, and mergers and acquisitions. A strong, multi-task 
and collegial supranational authority, the "High Authority" (HA), would oversee enforcement. The 
same approach prevailed six years later in the Treaty of Rome establishing the EEC. Mirroring 
Sections 1 and of the U.S. Sherman Act of 1890, Article 101(1) regulated agreements between 
firms, while Article 102 regulated abuses of dominant positions.12 Contrary to the Treaty of 
Paris, however, the Treaty of Rome did not contain any provision for the regulation of mergers 
and acquisitions.  

Europe’s policy differed from US antitrust in some important respects. First and foremost, 
its political style was top-down (hence, the famous "democratic deficit"), rather than bottom-up. 
Visionaries holding high administrative office literally conspired against political and societal 
leaders to impose antitrust-like provisions on societies that were much more accustomed to 
industrial cooperation and government intervention than to open competition. Second, although 
Article 101(1) seemed to impose a strict regulatory framework on anticompetitive agreements, 
Article 101(3) spelled out conditions under which they could be exempted. Third, Article 102 
seemed to prohibit the abuse, not the attainment, of a dominant position. Fourth, not only was 
there no specific provision on mergers and acquisitions, but successive European commissioners 
for industry and research, and even some presidents of the European Commission, seemed 
to openly encourage them. Finally, unlike the U.S. Federal Trade Commission, the European 
Commission’s Directorate General for Competition (DG COMP) was not independent from the 
rest of the European executive.13 

These differences between European and the US policies were soon amplified. In 1962, 
the Council of Ministers of the EEC adopted Regulation 17 on the implementation of the 
competition rules of the Treaty. Its goal was to ensure the uniform implementation of the 
policy in all Member States. Articles 4 and 5 created a centralised administrative notification 
system by stipulating that the granting of Article 101(3) exemptions was conditional on the 
prior notification of agreements to the Commission. Article 9 declared that “the Commission 
shall have sole power to declare Article 101(1) inapplicable pursuant to Article 101(3) of the 
treaty.” (2008). The Commission could thus act as prosecutor, judge, and jury, while national 
authorities were relegated to the role of local agents. Finally, unlike in US antitrust, even the 
most blatant price-fixing cartels would not face criminal sanctions.   

From 1962 to 1986, the Commission did prosecute important cartel cases, but placed 
special emphasis on the regulation of vertical agreements, such as exclusive distribution 
agreements that offered distributors absolute territorial protection and thus jeopardised the 
EU’s foremost goal of market unification. This approach led dozens of thousands of companies 
to notify their distribution agreements to the Commission in search for legal certainty and, if 
possible, an exemption under Article 101(3). Unable to deal with such an immense workload, 
the Commission asked the Council to authorise the issuing of Block Exemption Regulations 
(BERs). BERs sought to clarify the type of contractual provisions that were not likely to affect 
competition in the Common Market (white list), those that were almost certain to affect it (black 

12 Article 101 was numbered 85 from 1957 to 1999, and 81 from 1999 to 2008. Article 102 was numbered 86 from 
1957 to 1999, and 82 from 1999 to 2008. I use the current numbering throughout the text.    

13 In what follows, I will refer to the European Commission as "the Commission". 
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list), and those that would need to be assessed more carefully. BERs were issued for exclusive 
distribution and exclusive purchasing agreements (1967), specialisation agreements (1972), 
patent licenses (1985), research and development (1985), and car dealerships (1985).

During that period, the Commission dedicated far less resources to Article 102 policy. It 
did clarify the meaning of dominance and of abuse, and it did convince the European Court 
of Justice (ECJ) to back its expansive interpretation of these notions. Article 102 was thus 
extended to cover not only the abuse of a dominant position, but also its acquisition. At the 
same time, however, the Commission encountered important problems when prosecuting cases 
for excessive pricing. The ECJ accepted the principle that such abuses were prohibited, but 
demanded that the Commission (a) focused on non-trivial cases, and (b) supported its claims 
with more rigorous economic analysis. In practical terms this led to an early convergence 
between EU and US policies, which is still observed today.     

Also note that in the fifteen years before Spain’s accession to the EU, the Commission became 
increasingly concerned with the lack of a mandate to regulate mergers and acquisitions. With 
the endorsement of the ECJ, it started scrutinising mergers under Article 102. Yet, conscious 
of the stretch this put on the credibility of the system, it also drafted a Regulation providing for 
merger control, and lobbied the Council of Ministers for its adoption. 

3.2. European Competition Policy Since 1986
Possibly the most important critical juncture in the history of EU competition policy since the 
1980s is the signing of the Single European Act (SEA) in 1986. The SEA represented a formal 
commitment to complete the Single European Market by 1993. It set off a political process 
that revolutionised EU competition policy by introducing merger control.14 This led to a move 
away from the legalistic approach that had characterised the EU’s policy from 1962 to the 
early 1990s, to the increasing use of economic analysis, and thus to the Americanisation of 
EU policy. Eventually, the Americanisation of EU merger control became fully apparent when 
the new merger Regulation of 2004 replaced the German test of "creation or strengthening of 
a dominant position" with the US test of "significant impediment to effective competition."15 

In the field of agreements, from the late 1980s onwards the Commission gave absolute 
priority to hardcore restrictions16 and treated all remaining types of behavior under what 
seemed increasingly as an American-style "rule of reason". That trend had already started in 
1986, when an ECJ ruling exempted franchise agreements from the Article 101(1) prohibition. 

14 On December 21, 1989, the Council of Ministers adopted Regulation 4064/89 “on the control of concentrations 
between undertakings”. The Regulation was sponsored by the French socialist presidency, following strong 
pressures by the European Commission. From that moment onwards European competition policy could be 
considered as equally developed as its US equivalent.  

15 The title of the speech delivered by Commissioner Monti around that time is quite telling: ‘Antitrust in the US and 
Europe: A History of Convergence.’ (Monti, 2001) 

16 Hardcore restrictions in the EU are now roughly the same as the ‘per se’ illegal behavior in the US after the 
1980s: price-fixing, output-fixing, and market-sharing agreements between competitors (plus minimum retail 
price maintenance in vertical agreements). However, given its goal of market integration, the EU is slightly 
stricter in its treatment of vertical territorial and customer resale restrictions.        
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It became the uncontested official policy starting with the publication of the 1997 Green Paper 
on vertical restraints, which proposed to treat non-hardcore agreements as unlikely to affect total 
welfare unless one of the parties had some degree of market power (certainly more than 30% of the 
relevant market, as opposed to 15-20% for horizontal agreements). The relaxed treatment of non-
hardcore agreements was accompanied by the adoption of formidable US-style tools for the scrutiny 
of hardcore cartels, such as, in 1996, "leniency"17 and, in 1998, strict new fining guidelines. 

Finally, soon after the turn of the century, Regulation 17 was replaced by Regulation 1 
of 2003, which decentralised enforcement. Two important considerations lied at the origin 
of that change: (a) the programmed enlargement of the EU to former communist countries 
meant that the Commission would soon find itself in the material impossibility of regulating a 
market of 500 million consumers and nearly 30 million firms. It thus had to rely on national 
authorities. And (b) the completion of the single market and the advent of the single currency 
led to an unprecedented unification of national markets. Yet, in such a unified economic space, 
the coexistence of dissimilar competition rules would create legal uncertainty and political 
frictions. Accordingly, the Commission would need to promote the full Europeanisation of 
national competition policies. In the traditional top-down style of EU politics, the Commission 
thus proposed to abandon the centralised notification-and-authorisation system and to move to 
a directly applicable exception system like the one advocated by France before 1962. 

4. The Evolution of Spanish Competition Policy 

Unlike countries such as the USA or Germany, Spain does not have a long competition policy 
tradition.18 The first national competition law was passed in 1963, when the country was 
still not a liberal democracy. The drive had come from abroad. In 1961, Spain had become a 
full member of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), where 
competition policy issues were very present. A few months later, in February 1962, it had 
applied for an association agreement with the EEC, which was quickly building a strong and 
influential competition policy. Simultaneously, it had been negotiating an economic cooperation 
agreement with the US, which had also insisted on creating a competitive level-playing field. 
Succumbing to all these partners’ demands for a national competition policy, in November 
1962, the government instructed the Minister for Commerce to promote a competition statute 
along OECD standards. 

17 Leniency refers to the policy of offering immunity from prosecution and/or fining to self-reporting members who 
offer important information about the existence and the membership of a cartel. 

18 See rehearsal II.1 of the preamble of Law 110/1963 of July 1963: 
"Es cierto que en nuestra legislación existen evidentemente precedentes de prohibición de determinadas 
prácticas restrictivas y de consagración de ciertos principios de libertad económica; pero tales precedentes 
obedecieron siempre a razones de carácter muy concreto, sin pretender tener un alcance general como el que 
actualmente exige el normal funcionamiento de una economía basada en los principios del mercado y que, en 
medida creciente, tiende a abrirse al exterior. (Gobierno de España, 1963)"

Available at: https://www.boe.es/buscar/doc.php?id=BOE-A-1963-14051#:~:text=Quedan%20prohibidas%20las%20 
practicas%20surgidas,en%20parte%20del%20mercado%20nacional. 
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The preamble of Law 110/1963 of July 1963 made extensive references to the 
competition law experiences of the Britain, Germany, and above all the US. Yet, the law’s 
main provisions were clearly much more "European" than they were "American". Articles 
1 and 5 regulated anti-competitive agreements in a way strongly reminiscent of Article 
85 of the Treaty of Rome. The same held for Article 2 on abuses of market power, which 
was strongly reminiscent of 86 of the Treaty of Rome. In addition, like its French, German, 
and EEC equivalents, and unlike US policy, the Spanish law did not contain any provisions 
on merger control. Further, chapters II and III of the law set up an organisational system 
strongly reminiscent of the French bi-cephalic system. Two agencies, both of which were 
placed within the Ministry of Commerce, were entrusted with public enforcement: the semi-
autonomous Tribunal de Defensa de la Competencia (‘TDC’) and the Servicio de Defensa de la 
Competencia (‘SDC’). The TDC emitted decisions and could impose fines. The SDC initiated 
and prepared cases for the TDC, enforced the TDC’s decisions, maintained a register of 
notified agreements and mergers, studied foreign laws and practices, and liaised with other 
national and international authorities. Finally, like the British and French laws, the Spanish 
law lacked any real bite. Between 1963 and 1988, despite emitting an average of fourteen 
decisions per year, the TDC never imposed any sanctions (Cases 1996). Similarly, the 
administrative capabilities of the SDC remained very limited throughout the entire period, 
with at most a dozen non-clerical workers.

Things started changing in the early 1980s, when the accession negotiations between Spain 
and the EEC exposed Spanish top business associations and political parties to competition 
policy. While the accession negotiations of Greece and Portugal had momentarily stumbled 
only on the obvious issues of agriculture, fisheries, and social affairs, Spain’s candidature 
raised important issues pertaining not only to the aforementioned sectors, but also to industry 
(as well as foreign relations). The Spanish negotiating team, which consisted of about twenty 
high-ranking civil servants with no expertise in competition policy, was obliged to organise no 
less than 175 work sessions with business associations and trade unions, and 210 sectoral 
meetings. By 1986, all important stakeholders were rather well versed into the details of EEC 
antitrust, state aids, and industrial policy (see section 5). 

Unsurprisingly, only three years after Spain’s accession to the EEC, now called the European 
Community (EC), the socialist government introduced a major overhaul of national competition 
policy along EC lines. In the rehearsals, Law 16/1989 of July 1989 declared: 

"La Ley se asienta en los sólidos pilares de la experiencia. Por una parte se inspira en 
las normas comunitarias de política de competencias, que han desempeñado un papel 
trascendental en la creación y funcionamiento del mercado común. Y, por otra parte, nace con 
el propósito de superar los defectos que frustraron la plena aplicación de la Ley 110/1963, 
de 20 de julio, de Represión de Prácticas Restrictivas de la Competencia, que ahora se 
deroga. (Gobierno de España, 1989)"

As Cases noted, “the revision of the Spanish competition law was heavily influenced by 
Community competition law, which Spain adopted almost it its entirety” (1996, pp. 189). 
Indeed, not only did the TDC acquire its independence from the Minister of Commerce, but 
Article 5 of the new law allowed the Spanish authorities issue Block Exemption Regulations like 
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the EC.19 Even more telling, Articles 14 to 18 of Chapter II established a Spanish regime of 
merger control for the first time. Put differently, the impetus of Europeanisation was such that 
Spain adopted a merger control regime six months before the EC did.

A legitimate question to ask here is whether that process corresponded to “pure” 
Europeanisation, or whether Spain might not actually be “Franco-Germanising” its policy. 
Indeed, the new Spanish policy included several provisions strongly reminiscent of French and 
German, rather than EC, policy. At the level of substantive provisions, for example, the new law 
did not establish an EC-like system of compulsory pre-merger notification. Rather, it put Spain 
on the same page as France, which in 1977 had opted for a rather less interventionist regime. 
Similarly, the Article on “competencia desleal con afectación al interés público” was a direct 
translation of its French equivalent. At the level of merger control procedures, like its French 
counterpart, the TDC could only issue an opinion, leaving the final decision to the Minister.  

Be that as it may, most of the 1990s witnessed a sustained and unambiguous 
Europeanisation of Spanish competition policy. Of course, the recency of the 1989 law 
impeded any further legislative developments. But at the level of enforcement the country took 
the same Europeanised path as France, Germany, and Italy (which had recently adopted its 
first-ever competition statute). Contrary to the pre-1989 period, fines against horizontal and 
vertical price-fixing agreements, market-sharing agreements, and monopolistic abuses became 
commonplace. Many of the most important cases were reported in the generalist national 
press, thus contributing to the visibility of the policy.20 Further, outpacing France and Italy, 
and rising to the level of Britain and Germany, Spain became a leader in EU-style liberalisation 
of previously regulated sectors such as telecommunications, energy, and air, maritime, and 
road transport (Brittan, 2000, pp. 70-1; Jordana & Sancho, 2005). As the then president of the 
TDC noted, the 1990s were characterised by a strong political will to liberalise markets and 
to eliminate anticompetitive agreements. The public salience of pro-competition arguments, 
including in mainstream media, helped strengthen the hand of the authorities (Petitbò, 2003). 

Yet, that was not the “end of history”. Starting around 1997, the process of Europeanisation 
of Spanish competition policy suddenly started experiencing turbulences that lasted about 
ten years. On the one hand, and pointing to the direction of ever greater Europeanisation, 
the status of the TDC was upgraded to that of an independent regulatory authority. Second, 
Royal Decree 1443/2001 of December 2001 made pre-merger notifications compulsory, thus 

19 See also Real Decreto 157 of February 21, 1992, on the implementation of Article 5 on BERs. The text is replete 
with references to EC competition law. Most tellingly, paragraph 2 of the preamble states that: 

"el Gobierno, mediante Reglamento, puede autorizar categorías de acuerdos, decisiones, recomendaciones, 
o prácticas que, conforme al artículo 3, podrían ser objeto de autorización singular. Esta técnica, tomada del 
derecho comunitario, permite la autorización en bloque de acuerdos o prácticas restrictivos de la competen-
cia, cuando se dan las condiciones previstas por la Ley. (Gobierno de España, 1992)"

See also Article 1, which explicitly states that all national BERs must be compatible with EC rules. Finally, Article 13 
establishes the exact same burden of proof as in EC law. (Note: the burden proof, both in EU law and in national 
law, has now shifted to the authorities).  

20 For price-fixing cartels, see for example:  https://elpais.com/diario/1996/12/27/economia/851641205_850215.html.
For vertical price-fixing, see for example:  https://elpais.com/diario/1998/04/14/economia/892504819_850215.html 
For abuses of dominant positions, see for example:
https://elpais.com/diario/1999/03/04/economia/920502002_850215.html 
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aligning Spanish merger control procedures with those of the EU. Third, big Spanish companies 
such as Banco Santander Central Hispano greatly benefitted from the European Commission’s 
strict and anti-discriminatory enforcement of EU merger rules.21 Hence, by the time of the 
adoption of Regulation 1/2003 on the decentralisation of EU competition policy, Spain had a 
fully-fledged and strongly Europeanised national policy.

On the other hand, certain developments showed that Europeanisation is a continuous 
variable. For example, in 1997, when European competition commissioner Van Miert attempted 
to lower the threshold for EU merger control from 5 billion ECUs to 3 billion ECUs, Spain was 
among the countries that most vigorously vetoed his proposal. Similarly, in politically sensitive 
cases, the Spanish competition authorities did not always seem able to stand their ground, 
thus creating frictions with the EU. In 2000, competition commissioner Mario Monti had to fight 
a long battle against certain national governments, including the Spanish one, who allowed 
their former telecommunication monopolies to engage in predatory pricing to erect barrier to 
entry against new competitors. The most acrimonious battle between the European Commission 
and the Spanish government regarded the latter’s protectionist stance in mergers affecting the 
energy market. Following the liberalisation of energy markets in the 1990s, a series of high-stake 
strategic mergers led France’s Electricité de France, and subsequently Germany’s E.On, to bid for 
Spanish electricity firms. To fend off such foreign acquisitions, the Spanish government widened 
by decree the remit of the Comisión Nacional de Energía (CNE), allowing it to swiftly rule against 
the bid. Unsurprisingly, the CNE obliged and both foreign bidders had to abandon the plans. 
Eventually, this led the European Commission to sue Spain – a development that certainly marks 
the low-watermark in the process of Europeanisation of Spanish competition policy.22  

Another development of the early 2000s that cannot be easily characterised as Europeanisation 
is Law 1/2002 of February 2002, on the division of competition policy responsibilities between 
the national and the subnational levels of government. True, the law was adopted at a time when 
the EU itself was about to pass Regulation 1/2003 on the decentralisation of EU competition 
law enforcement. Accordingly, the Spanish law of 2002 might be interpreted as operating a 
similar move towards decentralised enforcement. Yet, Spanish decentralisation differed from 
its EU equivalent in a very important way: Rather than being motivated by a desire to increase 
efficiency in competition enforcement, it was motivated by a constitutional desire to protect 
the constitutional rights of subnational levels of government. Hence, rather than establishing 
a system of concurrent regulatory and jurisdictional responsibilities, it created exclusive 
responsibilities.

The bitter lesson learned from the Endesa-E.On case may have been the cause of the 
renewed impetus of Europeanisation from 2007 to this day. That year, the socialist government 
promulgated Law 15/2007 of July 2007, which brought about the biggest overhaul of the 
system since 1989. Referring to Regulation 1/2003 on the decentralisation of EU competition 
enforcement, the preamble of the new law declared: 

21 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_99_774 Note, however, that when Spain’s Abertis 
bidded for Italy’s Autostrade, the European Commission was slow to intervene against the Italian government’s 
allegedly illegal protectionist measures.  

22 https://www.dw.com/en/eu-condemns-spain-for-hindering-eons-endesa-bid/a-2186343 
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"(…) en los últimos años se ha producido una importante reforma del marco comunitario de defensa 
de la competencia (…) En este marco, la presente Ley tiene por objeto la reforma del sistema 
español de defensa de la competencia para reforzar los mecanismos ya existentes y dotarlo de 
los instrumentos y la estructura institucional óptima para proteger la competencia efectiva en 
los mercados, teniendo en cuenta el nuevo sistema normativo comunitario (…) Para ello, la Ley 
parte de la experiencia adquirida en los últimos quince años mediante la aplicación de las normas 
nacionales y comunitarias de competencia y está guiada por cinco principios claros: (…) búsqueda 
de la coherencia de todo el sistema y, en particular, de una adecuada imbricación de los distintos 
planos institucionales que interactúan en este terreno. (Gobierno de España, 2007)"

Articles 1 and 2 imported word by word Articles 101 and 102 TFEU. Article 5 emulated 
EU policy by making provisions for agreements of minor importance. Article 65 established 
an EU-like leniency policy for informers. Articles 7 to 10 set up a system of merger control 
that adopted the same substantive criteria as those used by the European Commission and 
the European Courts. Finally, Title III established a new competition regulator, the Comisión 
Nacional de Competencia (CNC, now Comisión Nacional de los Mercados y la Competencia or 
"CNMC" to signal the 2013 fusion of the CNC with several sectoral regulators). The new law 
allowed CNC president Luis Berenguer Fuster to implement a series of reforms that brought 
Spanish enforcement even closer to EU rules and practice.  

Over the last fifteen years, Spanish competition policy has become one of the most 
Europeanised competition policies in the world. Of course, as mentioned in section 3 above, 
some important recent developments in EU competition policy (e.g., a certain tolerance towards 
certain types of vertical agreements, the Commission’s leniency program, and the new economic 
tests applied in merger control) are themselves proof of a certain Americanisation of EU policy. 
As such, one might argue that Spanish policy has undergone a process of Americanisation, 
rather than Europeanisation. Although this argument is not entirely unfounded, two counter-
arguments are in order. First, at least as far as Spain is concerned, Americanisation is a 
by-product of Europeanisation: Spanish policy now resembles more US antitrust because it 
applies EU principles and methods. Second, in all those areas where there are still differences 
between US and EU competition policies (e.g., EU policy does not include criminal penalties; 
it still regulates resale price maintenance and abusive — as opposed to exclusionary — 
monopolistic practices; and it relies more on public than on private enforcement), Spanish policy 
is similar, if not identical, to EU policy. In fact, in the vast majority of cases, be they antitrust 
or merger cases, the substantive rules and the procedural methods followed by the CNMC 
are almost indistinguishable from those of the European Commission. That trend has been 
further reinforced with the creation of the service of Chief Economist in 2014. The specialised 
literature is replete with demonstrations of that fact. For example, as Giner Parreño notes: 

"El Artículo 1 de la Ley de Defensa de la Competencia prohíbe las medidas con origen en 
la colusión que limitan la competencia. La interpretación de esta norma por las autoridades 
españolas de la competencia ha carecido siempre de perfiles propios. La influencia del Derecho 
comunitario en la materia ha sido sobresaliente…" (2010, pp. 119)23

23 See also Berenguer Fuster et al., 2010: 106-110 and 119ff; Betancor et al., 2020: 157-163 and 261-266; Cases 
1996; Folguera Crespo and Arranz Fernández-Bravo 2018.
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5. The Causal Mechanisms of Europeanisation

As hinted above, the Europeanisation of Spanish competition policy is principally due to three 
important factors: (a) the top-down promotion of uniformity by the teleological action of the EU 
authorities; (b) the economic, or “functional” logic behind business associations’ demands for 
a uniform set of standards; and (c) the adoption of the EU competition discourse by the big 
Spanish political parties.  

5.1. The Top-Down Promotion of Uniformity
From the early 1960s and for about 40 years, the enforcement of EU competition law relied on 
Regulation 17 of 1962, which firmly established the European Commission’s exclusive right to 
grant individual exemptions under Article 85(3) (now 101(3)), as well as to issue BERs. Soon 
enough, three questions arose, two concerning European law in general, and a third one more 
specific to competition law: (1) Did EU law confer rights to non-state actors such as individuals, 
consumers, and business firms? (2) Did EU law take precedence over national law? And (3) 
Could a national competition authority carry out an investigation in parallel to an ongoing 
investigation by the European Commission? 

By the time of Spain’s accession to the EC, the European Court of Justice had already 
settled all these issues once and for all. In Van Gen en Loos,24 the Court ruled that EEC law, 
and therefore, the competition provisions of the Treaty, as well as the Regulations adopted 
under those provisions, had vertical direct effect. Thus, European competition law conferred 
rights on individuals, and national courts were bound to recognise and enforce these rights. 
Further, in SABENA,25 the Court ruled that EEC law also had horizontal direct effect: It created 
enforceable individual rights not only against national governments, but also against other 
individuals (including of course business firms). 

Regarding the question of precedence, in Costa v. ENEL,26 the Court ruled that EEC law, 
including therefore EEC competition law, had priority over any contravening national law, 
no matter the place of that latter in the domestic hierarchy of norms. National courts and 
administrations were consequently obliged to disapply a national norm that was believed not 
to be compliant with EEC law. 

Third, in the late 1960s, the German competition authority launched an investigation into a 
presumed price-fixing cartel that was also being investigated by the European Commission. Walt 
Wilhelm, one of the directors of chemicals giant Bayer, argued that under these circumstances 
the national authorities should desist from carrying out their investigation. Asked to interpret 
the law, the European Court ruled that given that national and European competition policies 
may differ in their goals, there was no reason to impede national authorities from proceeding 

24 See https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A61962CJ0026 

25 See https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?isOldUri=true&uri=CELEX:61975CJ0043 

26 See https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX%3A61964J0006 
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with their case.27 However, the Court added, simultaneous investigations could only be allowed 
if the national application of the law must not prejudice the full and uniform application of EEC rules. 

The combined effect of Regulation 17 and the four decisions mentioned above was that 
national competition policies were under severe pressure to adapt to EEC law. Indeed, unless a 
case was of truly minor importance, national competition authorities were basically reduced to 
the role of agents of the European Commission. 

Regulation 17 of 1962 was eventually replaced by Regulation 1 of 2003 on the 
decentralisation of competition policy enforcement. On the face of it, that seemed to mean that 
the Commission was ready to sacrifice its substantial powers, and to allow national competition 
authorities to become co-equal enforcers of Article 101(3). Yet, closer inspection reveals quite 
the opposite. According to Article 3 of Regulation 1 of 2003, when applying national competition 
law to agreements or practices falling within the scope of application of Articles 101 and 102, 
national authorities must also apply EU law. In addition, national competition law is not allowed 
to lead to the prohibition of agreements or practices affecting trade between Member States 
that are not prohibited under Article 101 (though the same is not true for unilateral abuses of 
dominance, where national laws are allowed to be stricter than EU law). Above all, according to 
Article 11(6), “The initiation by the Commission of proceedings for the adoption of a decision 
(…) shall relieve the competition authorities of the Member States of their competence to apply 
Articles 101 and 102 of the Treaty” (2021). Similarly, far from fostering decentralisation, the 
newly established European Competition Network enabled the Commission to closely monitor 
national authorities. Unsurprisingly, many commentators have concluded that the new system 
did not make much of a difference, and that national authorities continue to be agents of the 
European supranational executive (e.g., Wilks 2005). 

5.2. The Business Case for Uniformity 
Forced to apply European competition law, and to not jeopardise its objectives when applying 
national competition law, national competition authorities and courts faced a dilemma: Either 
maintain their national traditions and hence apply two different sets of rules, or maximise legal 
certainty, as well as bureaucratic efficiency, and allow their national law to converge towards 
European law. As Laudati put it: 

"Absence of convergence between the two levels would imply that one set of rules applies 
to larger enterprises, likely to be subject to Community law, and another set to smaller 
enterprises, likely to be subject to national law. The greater the difference between EU and 
Member State laws, the greater the difference in competitive situations of the individual 
states, resulting in a distortion of competition." (1998, pp. 384)

Unsurprisingly, in Spain as elsewhere, legislators have been sensitive to this argument put 
forward by peak business associations.

27 See https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A61968CJ0014 
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5.3. The Political Adoption of European Competition Discourse      
EU pressure and business arguments for convergence might create strong incentives for 
Europeanisation. But for this to truly happen, important political actors must see it that way, 
too. This is exactly what occurred in Spain. First, the centre-right Partido Popular (PP) and the 
Catalan nationalists of Convergència i Unió, and eventually also the Partido Socialista Obrero 
Español (PSOE), came to fully embrace EU-led competition policy. 

During the 1986 general elections, eventual winner PSOE did not mention the issue. But the 
electoral manifesto of the PP’s predecessor Coalición Popular promised that:

"como primeras decisiones de gobierno, Coalición Popular aplicará en la etapa inicial de 
su gestion las siguientes medidas básicas para la liberalización y potentiación del sistema 
económico, única formula para la creación de empleo: (…) Modificación de la legislación sobre 
‘represión de practicas restrictivas de la competencia’, en un intento decidido de potenciar la 
máxima competencia posible en todos los niveles y en todos los mercados. (…) Reducción 
progresiva, hasta su desaparición, de los monopolies de Estado. (…) En consumo, energía, 
transportes, comunicaciones e informática, actuar de acuerdo con los artículos 30,35, 85 y 86 
del tratado fundacional de las Comunidades Europeas." (1986)

Going into the 1990s, both big political parties became increasingly supportive for 
competition policy. The biggest change occurred in the discourse of PSOE. In their 1993 
electoral manifesto they still stood for business associationalism, and advocated an active 
industrial policy aimed at promoting Spanish competitiveness by fostering mergers. Market-
friendly reforms were presented on an apologetic tone, shifting the blame to the EU: “La 
Comunidad Europea ha penetrado en España obligándonos a efectuar cambios tan importantes 
como positivos. Pero también España influye en la política comunitaria” (PSOE, 1993).

By 1996, however, they had come closer to the positions of their British and German 
counterparts who were now running on a Third Way platform. PSOE promised to liberalise the 
professions, energy markets, maritime port services, and postal services along EU lines. It added:  

"La defensa y protección de los consumidores forma parte ya de la cultura de nuestro país. 
En los próximos años nos proponemos reforzar el protagonismo de los consumidores y la 
dimesnión del consume en las políticas de competencia, de mejora de calidad de vida y de 
bienestar social."28  (PSOE, 1996)

Contrarily, the Partido Popular reiterated its commitment to vigorous competition policy and 
deregulation — possibly more so in 1996 than in 1993. Together with the promise of introducing 
more competition in certain specific sectors (telecommunications, financial markets, road 
haulage, mail, energy, and petrol), its more generic pledges included the following: 

28 By that time, the PP was promoting not merely the view that Spain needed more competition enforcement, but 
also the idea that a more vigorous European competition policy was in the national interest of Spain: 

"La auténtica defensa de los intereses de España en Europa pasa por superar las trabas que todavía hacen 
del mercado interior un proyecto incompleto: restricciones a través de normas técnicas, estrategias de 
compras públicas limitadas, y una insuficiente política de competencia que garantice el acceso al mercado 
en condiciones de igualdad de oportunidades." (PP, 1996)
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"Se realizará una política industrial active que elimine obstáculos al Desarrollo del mercado 
e impulse un marco competitivo. (…) Se impulsará un conjunto de reformas estructurales 
y de mercados tendentes a satisfacer las necesidades de la industria en unas condiciones 
competitivas y abaratar los costes de producción." (PP, 1996)

And 

"La auténtica defensa de los intereses de España en Europa pasa por superar las trabas que 
todavía hacen del mercado interior un Proyecto incomplete: restricciones a través de normas 
técnicas, estrategias de compraspúblicas limitadas, y una insuficiente política de competencia 
que garantice el acceso al mercado en condiciones de igualdad de oportunidades." (PP, 1996)

Meanwhile, entering the twenty-first century, the most notable change concerned the 
socialist party. Abandoning its apologetic approach of the 1990s, its electoral manifesto for 
the general elections of 2000 mirrored those of its British, French, German, and Italian partners 
of the European Socialist party. It stated:

"En España, al calor de las privatizaciones realizadas por el PP, se ha producido una concentración 
de poder, sin precedentes en la historia, en los sectores más relevantes de nuestra economía. 
Una concentración que actúa en perjuicio de los consumidores y de las demás empresas 
que compiten en el mercado. Nosotros estamos en contra de esta situación, y a favor de 
una defensa seria de la competencia. […] Promulgaremos una nueva Ley de Defensa de la 
Competencia que reforzará las funciones, medios e independencia del Tribunal de Defensa 
de la Competencia, y le atribuirá las funciones instructoras que ahora desempeña el Servicio 
de Defensa de la Competencia. El Presidente del Tribunal remitirá un informe semestral al 
Congreso de los Diputados y comparecerá ante su Comisión de Economía." (PSOE, 2000)

By 2004, there were no major differences left between what the EU was asking, what PP 
had been advocating, and what PSOE was promising: liberalisation, maximisation of consumer 
welfare, competitive regulation of monopolistic markets, greater financial and operational 
independence of the national competition authorities, and more transparent (and depoliticised) 
procedures particularly regarding merger control.  

6. Concluding Remarks

This chapter has shown that Spanish competition policy has undergone a very sustained, far-
reaching, and large successful process of Europeanisation. Before the country applied for an 
association agreement with the EEC in 1963, not only did it have any competition legislation, 
but it was actually managed in a “dirigiste” way with clear authoritarian overtones. Yet, by 
the time Regulation 1 of 2003 on the decentralisation of EU competition law enforcement 
was adopted, it had developed a fully-fledged competition policy with nothing to envy from 
its British, French, or German equivalents. At the time of writing, almost two decades later, 
Spain has maintained its steady Europeanisation course, even as some of the aforementioned 
countries have chosen to Americanise their policy (Britain), or to explore new, non-Europeanised 
routes for the regulation of digital markets (France and Germany). 
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And yet, before concluding that the EU has had a very big and direct impact, it must also 
be said that the Europeanisation of Spanish competition policy includes its “Francification” 
(1963-1989), as well as emulation of what other Member States did in this area (mid-1990s 
to end of the 2010s). Spanish competition policy and institutions have not become the 
mirror image of EU policy and institutions. Rather, they have converged with their French, 
German, and, subsequently, also Italian counterparts. It might very well be argued that Spain 
has Europeanised its policy because those other countries have done so. The upshot is that 
Europeanisation as a process must probably be widened to include phenomena that go beyond 
simple “EU-ification”. 
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12 

Europeanisation of Foreign Policy:  
A "Good Pupil"

ESTHER BARBÉ1  

Foreign policy is defined as the sum of official external relations conducted by an independent 
actor (usually a state) in international relations (Hill, 2003, p. 3). The Treaty of the European 
Union (TEU) uses the term external action to define what academics call a "foreign policy 
system" (Keukeleire & Delreux, 2014, p. 61; Smith, 2014). It is a system composed of two 
strands at the EU level: on the one side, a specific framework for foreign policy cooperation, 
the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) that integrates the Common and Security 
Defence Policy (CSDP); and on the other side, the traditional external relations, such as trade 
policy and development cooperation, and the external dimension of internal policies (such as 
environment and energy) governed by the Community method. On top of this, member states 
also have foreign policies. The sum and interaction of these three strands form the European 
"foreign policy system".

Most of the research exploring the link between national and EU-level foreign policy has 
focused on the Europeanisation of EU Member States (Hadfield et al., 2017; Hill, 1996; 
Manners, Whitman & Allen, 2000; Müller, 2012; Tonra,  2015; Wong & Hill, 2011). This chapter 
focuses on the intergovernmental cooperation dimension of the EU foreign policy (CFSP/CSDP), 
dealing with diplomacy, security and defence. CFSP and CSDP have always been considered 
“the least likely subjects for any Europeanisation processes” (Müller et al., 2021, p. 530) due to 
the intergovernmental nature of these cooperation policies and the unanimity decision making 
procedures applied for most decisions. Even so, Europeanisation has been contemplated as 
a viable approach to understanding EU Member States’ foreign policies (Wong & Hill, 2011). 

This chapter examines if and how Spanish foreign policy has been Europeanised since the 
country joined the European Community (EC) in 1986. This chapter assumes that Europeanisation 
is a "transformation in the way in which national foreign policies are constructed, in the way 
professional roles are defined and pursued and in the consequent internalisation of norms and 
expectations arising from a complex system of collective European policy" (Tonra, 2018). In 

1 The author would like to thank Pol Morillas and Eduard Soler i Lecha for their brilliant comments on some parts 
of this chapter. The paper falls within the EUSOV research project (The Emergence of European Sovereignty in a 
World of Systemic Rivalry: Strategic Autonomy and Permissive Consensus) funded by the National R+D Plan of 
the Spanish Ministry of Science and Innovation (PID-2020-116443GB-I00).
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the Spanish case, this transformation has been dramatic regarding the scope and mechanisms 
of Europeanisation observable in three dimensions: identity reconstruction, adaptation to EU 
policies and projection of national concerns on the European agenda. Thus, the main argument 
of this chapter is that Europeanisation has been the main factor explaining changes in Spanish 
foreign policy in the last thirty-five years (Barbé, 2011; Torreblanca, 2001). 

The chapter proceeds in five parts. The first part examines the historical background of the 
Spanish foreign policy during Francoism and the early days of democracy. It emphasises how 
the accession to the EC helped Spain to overcome the decades of isolation in the international 
context, building a new identity as a middle power anchored in Europe. The second section 
identifies the main changes in the European foreign, security and defence domain, related 
to the creation and development of new EU policies (CFSP/ESDP), showing the impact that 
they have had on the transformation of Spanish policies in this domain in the sense of a deep 
Europeanisation. The next three sections deal with how Spanish foreign, security and defence 
policy have been Europeanised in terms of discourse, identity, political structures, and public 
policies (Radaelli, 2003, p. 30). These three respectively sections approach three dynamics of 
Europeanisation: cross-loading, downloading, and uploading. This chapter finishes with remarks 
on Spanish foreign policy in the context of the de-Europeanisation process taking place in 
European foreign policy in times of external and internal challenges (Müller et al., 2021).

1. Spanish Foreign Policy: Historical Background and 
European Anchor

Accession to the EC in 1986 was a turning point for Spain in international terms. When the 
Franco regime ended in 1975, Spain was far from being fully integrated into the international 
order. It had been linked to the Western defence system since 1953 via a bilateral treaty signed 
with the US that allowed the establishment of American military bases in Spain. But Spain was 
not part of the Western liberal order in political terms. The first aim of the democratic Spanish 
foreign policy was to surmount the diplomatic isolation in which the country had lived over 
several decades. It entailed joining the European regional organisations that had conformed 
Western Europe during the Cold War. Spain joined the Council of Europe in 1977, a few months 
after the first free elections in the country since the end of the civil war, and joined NATO in 
1982. While accession to the Council of Europe was consensual among the main political 
parties, accession to NATO was a divisive stance that blurred the identity of the democratic 
Spain in terms of foreign and security policy. In this respect, it is worth mentioning the decision 
of the Socialist government, elected in November 1982, to freeze the full integration of Spain 
in NATO’s military structure and hold a referendum on leaving the Organisation. Four years 
later, the Spanish government still led by Felipe González took a stand for staying in NATO. 
The referendum took place in March 1986, three months after the Spanish accession to the 
EC, resulting into permanence of Spain in NATO (with the participation of 59.4 percent of the 
electorate, 45.5 percent voted to remain and 39.8 percent voted against).

The accession of Spain to the EC in January 1986 generated anxiety among European 
diplomats that had created an intergovernmental mechanism of coordination to harmonise the 
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European foreign policies in 1970, called European Political Cooperation (EPC). The concept of 
"enfant terrible" (Regelsberger, 1989) throws light on the doubts that Spain, as a diplomatic 
and security actor, evoked among its new partners. Some voices argued that Spain, once in 
the EPC, will behave like a "new Greece", diverging from the diplomatic and security collective 
positions. Greece was following such a path since its accession to the EC/EPC in 1981. The 
reluctance towards Spanish position in diplomatic and security affairs was motivated by the 
NATO issue but also by some of the characteristics of Spanish diplomacy for many years. First, 
"Third Worldism" defined by good relations with the Arab World2  and Latin America (including 
Cuba); and second, nationalist rhetoric focused on the decolonisation of Gibraltar but mainly 
on anti-Americanism (Morán, 1980). Nevertheless, the analysis of Spanish voting in the UN 
General Assembly in the years before the accession demonstrates that Spain was already 
quite aligned with the EPC mainstream, leaving aside some controversial issues (Palestine, 
disarmament, Human Rights and Western Sahara) (Barbé, 1996).

Once in the EC/EPC, Spain was a mainstreamer in substantive terms (political agenda), if 
there was a common position among the Twelve, and a facilitator in institutional terms with 
its collaboration among the Ministries of Foreign Affairs for exchange of information and 
definition of common positions in international political issues. In fact, the EPC was a "window 
of opportunity" for the Spanish diplomatic and political community. For seven years, before 
the entry into force of the TEU establishing the CFSP, the EPC was a machinery capable of 
facilitating Spain's international projection and hence, making it possible to overcome the 
so-called "syndrome of isolation". This perception was present among the public opinion. In 
1988 opinion polls, Spaniards thought that the most outstanding among the benefits obtained 
through Spain's membership of the EC was Spain's role in the world (73%) above social 
modernisation (69%), operation of democracy (68%) and development of Spanish economy 
(57%) (CIS, 1988). 

Being a member of the European collective foreign policy machinery helped Spain to build 
a new role in the international order. As joining the EC was the step to overcome the trauma 
caused by dictatorship, joining the EPC was the way to reconceptualise Spain in the international 
order. It has been said that the EC/EPC (later EU/CFSP) membership operated as a catalyst 
that turned Spain into a quite prestigious middle power (Kennedy, 2000, p. 125). This role, 
based on status in the international system and linked to the EU membership, has shaped the 
Spanish narrative in foreign policy. There is the exception of the conservative government led 
by José María Aznar between 2000 and 2004 that reconceptualised Spain as a global power 
anchored in Atlanticism and for having a special relationship with the USA. After winning the 
2004 elections, the socialist José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero invoked the idea of a “return to 
Europe” (Presidencia del Gobierno, 2004) linked to acting and being recognised as a middle 
power. For instance, José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero stated in his 2006 State of the Nation 
speech that Spain is “a middle power within the European Union and the eighth industrial power 
in the world” (Rodríguez Zapatero, 2006). 

Except for Aznar’s reformulation of Spanish identity and interests in Atlanticist terms, EU 
membership continues to determine the Spanish position in the international order. According 

2 Spain did not recognised the state of Israel until its entry into the EC in 1986.
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to the most recent "Spanish Foreign Action Strategy", developed by the Socialist government 
of Pedro Sánchez, “Spain’s position (...) must take into account our role in the world as an 
actor that aspires to manage global challenges and global goods on the basis of specific 
interests and capabilities, which are due to a certain added value of different aspects of our 
foreign action —such as our language and culture, or our singular geography and history. This 
position is also defined by our membership in the European Union, which is not only the main 
channel for Spain to have a greater say on a worldwide scale, but also the backbone of our 
foreign action as a whole, permeating all of its pillars; in short, an extension of it” (Gobierno de 
España, 2021). As a result, Spanish governments have considered over the years that Spain’s 
aspirations and objectives are better defended if the EU consolidates its role as a global actor 
(Barbé, 2011). Europeanisation the Spanish foreign policy is perceived as part of the European 
political integration process. The idea was shared by the Conservative Prime Minister, Mariano 
Rajoy, who wrote in the presentation of the "2017 National Security Strategy": “Europe is the 
pillar of Spain’s democratic, political and security model, and therefore our Strategy advocates 
strengthening the integration, legitimation and unity of action of the European Union, and 
defending its global interests” (Gobierno de España, 2017). All in all, we are faced with a 
situation of mutual reinforcement between European and Spanish foreign policy.

2. The Dynamics of Change in Foreign Policy: European and 
Spanish Turning Points

What has happened at the EU political level in the foreign and security policy domain over the 
last 30 years may be explained by European reactions to structural changes in the international 
context, following the pattern of the EPC period (Schoutheete, 1986, p. 53). Two turning points 
determined by international events set the launching of processes that have shaped the current 
CFSP/CSDP in terms of policies, institutions and instruments.

First, the fall of the Berlin Wall and the German reunification created the conditions for the 
calling of an unexpected Intergovernmental Conference for the Political Union. European political 
unification has been always based on foreign and security policy.3 In this regard, the European 
Council of Maastricht gave birth to the CFSP in 1991, but the Treaty did not establish a common 
policy as such. Foreign and security policy is governed by the EU institutional framework, but is 
a special kind of competence, with the main powers remaining in member states hands. CFSP 
became the second pillar of the EU, governed by the intergovernmental method. Indeed, the 
working of the institutions and the decision-making method were divisive issues during the TEU 
negotiations. The cleavage between intergovernmentalists and integrationists monopolised the 
negotiations. As we will see below, the negotiations on the CFSP were a window of opportunity 
for Spain to establish a model of foreign policy based on Europeanism. Later reforms of the TEU 
have not changed the intergovernmental character of the CFSP/CSDP, though “the increasing 
intensity of policy development in this field and its increased importance in the treaties suggest 
elements of the policy mode of ‘intensive transgovernmentalism’” (Giegerich, 2015, p. 389).

3 The Treaty of Paris creating the European Community of Defence in 1951, and the Luxemburg Rapport launching 
the EPC in 1970.
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The Balkan wars of the 1990s constituted a second turning given that the EU weakness 
in the face of violent conflicts in the European continent put into motion the development of 
the European Security and Defence Policy (now the CSDP since the Lisbon Treaty), mentioned 
in the TEU. The development of the CSDP has entailed generating military instruments 
(military capabilities for peace missions and military command structures) along the years. 
The withdrawal of the European troops from Afghanistan in 2021 is the last episode of an 
ongoing process that, as we will see below, has ensured the conditions for the development of 
a Spanish military actor within the Europe of Defence.

The above changes in the field of European foreign, security and defence policy, related to 
policies (CFSP/ESDP) and instruments (military capabilities) have had a great impact on Spain. 
The inception of the CFSP turned into a constitutive moment for the Spanish foreign policy. For 
Gonzalez’ government, the establishment of the CFSP was an opportunity to build a foreign 
policy model based on ideas shared by both the European Political Union project and the Spanish 
Socialism. Later, the Conservative governments found it difficult to change or reverse the pre-
existing policies (Torreblanca, 2001, p. 2), apart from Aznar Atlanticism. But Aznar’s position 
supporting Bush intervention in Iraq was widely rejected by the Spanish diplomatic community 
and by the public opinion: 91% of the Spaniards were against the Iraq war (La Vanguardia, 2003).

The performance of Spain during the CFSP negotiation in 1991 upgraded the Spanish position 
in the EU as a leading Member State. Spain joined the integrationist rank and built alliances 
with the Franco-German couple. Indeed, the end of the main CFSP negotiation deadlock was the 
result of a meeting of Three (France, Germany, and Spain) that took place in Paris (11th October 
1991). There is no doubt that the CFSP inception facilitated the upgrading of Spain in the EU 
foreign policy domain and reinforced the definition of a Spanish identity in international matters, 
embedded in a collective European foreign policy. In this issue, the governmental policy counted 
on the support of the public opinion, favourable to the development of a "European identity" in 
the international system. In February 1991, the Eurobarometer indicated that 54% of Spaniards 
were favourable to the CFSP while 17% were against this policy (Barbé, 1996, p. 116).

The development of the Europe of Defence within the EU in the 1990s was fundamental for 
the transformation of Spanish policy. Security and defence were awkward domains for Spain, 
which was perceived as a reluctant partner by the allies. After the NATO referendum in 1986, 
Gonzalez’ government decided to stay in NATO but to not participate in the military structure. 
At the same time, Gonzalez’ government advocated strongly in favour of existing European 
institutions for defence as a complement for NATO. Spain took a stance in the Europeanism-
Atlanticism cleavage as a resolute Europeanist and supported the incorporation of the defence 
domain in the TEU, establishing the ESDP (to be developed). 

The Balkan wars created the conditions for the development of the ESDP and facilitated 
the modernisation and restructuring of the Spanish armed forces in order to adapt themselves 
to the new ESDP requirements and developments. According to the  ‘National Defence 
Directive’, “Spain will promote and support an authentic European Security and Defence Policy, 
[Spain] will back initiatives designed to achieve a common defence, and [it] will contribute to 
providing the European Union with the civilian and military capabilities required for active and 
independent intervention to prevent and resolve conflicts and to contribute to the preservation 
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of international peace and security in accordance with the Charter of the United Nations” 
(Directiva de Defensa Nacional, 2004). This disposition to form part of the hard core of ESDP/
CSDP operations providing civil and military capabilities has become a permanent feature of 
the Spanish policy. The most recent Spanish ‘Strategy on Foreign Action’ states that Spain is 
“one of the few partners that maintains such a constant ongoing effort” in terms of generating 
military capabilities (Gobierno de España, 2021). Spanish convergence with European and 
Atlantic policies (and alliances) has played a significant role in the dramatic change that has 
turned Spain into a reliable partner, and the Spanish army into a post-modern one, focused on 
peace operations (Juliana, 2008). In 2018, according to the Spanish Defence Policy Director, 
“Spain was the top-ranking contributor to CSDP operations and missions, providing around 
30% of the total men and women in uniform under EU flagged operations and a dozen mission 
commands [...] Spanish troops have been deployed in all EU military missions and operations 
since 2003” (Gómez Castro, 2018). In December 2021, Spanish military forces were deployed 
in fifteen peace operations under UN, EU, and NATO flags (Ministerio de Defensa, 2021).

In short, Europeanisation is the main goal for Spain in the domain of foreign, security and 
defence policy. Europeanisation deals with interests and values (democracy, universality of 
human rights), but it also entails a working culture, a culture of cooperation in the Council and 
its working groups and committees based on consensus and building compromises. In analytical 
terms, Europeanisation is widely understood to encompass three mechanisms of change affecting 
domestic foreign policies: uploading or national projection, downloading or national adaptation, 
and cross-loading or identity reconstruction based on elite socialisation (Tonra, 2015; Wong & 
Hill, 2011). Uploading focuses on how the national foreign policy of a member state affects 
and contributes to the development of a common European foreign policy. Downloading focuses 
on the transformation of a Member State foreign policy to the needs and requirements of the 
collective EU foreign policy. Finally, cross-loading is concerned with how Member States learn 
from one another and are socialised in the same norms by belonging to the EU, participating in 
CFSP policymaking, and working together outside of the EU institutions.

3. Cross-Loading: Europe as a Way of Life for Foreign 
Policymakers 

In terms of working culture, EU membership meant an important change for the Spanish 
executive and administrative structure, especially in the case of the Foreign Affairs Ministry. 
The Ministry became the horizontal coordinator for European Affairs in Spain through the 
Secretariat of State for the European Union, as well as the vertical coordinator between the 
Spanish foreign policy making mechanism and the European foreign policy level. The level 
of change of the Spanish foreign policy mechanisms in adapting to European requirements 
has been impressive. Mechanisms of change, such as bureaucratic reorganisation and elite 
socialisation (Smith, 2000, p. 614) can explain the substantial level of Europeanisation which 
Spanish diplomatic structures and Spanish diplomats have undergone. 

The bureaucratic reorganisation of the Spanish administrative and executive structure 
to match European institutional needs (EPC, first, and the CFSP, later) has reinforced the 
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Europeanised dimension of the diplomatic elite. The overhaul of the Spanish Ministry, which 
began in 1986, entailed the creation of a General Directorate to fulfil the Political Director role 
and a Deputy General Directorate to fulfil that of the European Correspondent (Saba, 1986), 
responsible for information-sharing. A high-level officer has traditionally been appointed as 
Political Director, thus upgrading European Foreign Policy in the framework of Spanish foreign 
policymaking. The role is exercised at present by the General Director of Foreign Policy and 
Security, who is also the coordinator of all the geographic and thematic directorates in the 
Ministry, except Latin America and international cooperation. 

The socialisation of the diplomatic elite in the European community has been dramatic. 
In the early 1990s, there was a generation of Spanish diplomats who shared a vocational 
commitment towards the EU (Closa & Heywood, 2004, p. 64). Therefore, in the constitutive 
moments of the CFSP, Spain had a diplomatic community which was well-disposed to take on 
European norms and to adapt to European requirements (Kavakas, 2001, p. 99). Regarding 
institutions and practices, Spain has been willing to Europeanise its foreign policy mechanisms 
concerning information-sharing and representation. The early pro-activism and identification 
with European Foreign Policy has been maintained over the years in the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs in line with the Europeanist profile of the Spanish governments. Thus, the Europeanised 
diplomatic elite was uncomfortable with Aznar’s policies (2000-2004) in relation to disruptive 
policy practices as leading a pro-American group in the Union during the Iraq crisis, instead of 
facilitating convergences among EU Member States. The socialisation of a new generation of 
Spanish diplomats in the European institutions has created a two-way relationship between 
Madrid and Brussels that has reinforced the Europeanisation of the Spanish executive and 
administrative structure. In the Spanish case, one can speak of a Europeanised diplomatic 
elite that shares practices, such as coordination reflex and consensus building (Nutall, 1992), 
shaped along the years by European diplomats socialised in collective foreign policymaking 
processes. Those processes are much more institutionalised since the entry into force of the 
Nice Treaty, that established the Political and Security Committee (PSC), and the Lisbon Treaty, 
that has reshuffled the CFSP/CSDP institutions. 

Several decades of institution-building, EU-level cooperation and elite socialisation have 
produced a unique EU foreign policy system based on a common sense of purpose, ideational 
commitment and "culture of cooperation" (Manners, Whitman & Allen, 2000; Nuttall, 1992) 
Europeanisation in cross-loading terms has changed Spain to the point that Spanish policymakers 
have acted as facilitators in terms of purpose, commitment, and culture of cooperation when 
it comes to foreign policy. The Spanish rotatory presidencies of the EU in 1989, 1995, 2002 
and 2010 help us check if Spain has enhanced Europeanisation. During the first Spanish 
presidency in 1989, “it can be said that in organisational terms Spain’s attitude (...) favoured 
the ‘daily’ development of EPC through the so-called (political) ‘reflexion of consensus’ and 
(administrative) ‘esprit de corps’ or, more plainly, the Europeanisation of the states’ foreign 
policies” (Barbé, 1996, p. 114).

The last Spanish rotatory presidency in 2010 was a challenge for Spain in terms of 
facilitating institution-building and boosting the "culture of cooperation" in the CFSP/CSDP 
domain. The Spanish government drafted the presidency programme before the entry into force 
of the Lisbon Treaty. When the implementation of the Treaty started, the Spanish government 
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supported the setting into motion of the new institutions, particularly the European External 
Action Service (EEAS) and decided to put all its people and means at the service of the new 
structures trespassing all policy initiatives in foreign policy to the new High Representative/
Vice President (HR/VP), Catherine Ashton (Morillas 2011). Spain decided to act under the 
HR/VP instructions when the semestrial presidency was still alive, even losing the national 
representation in the PSC since the Spanish ambassador was chairing on behalf of the HR/VP 
and not Spain. Thus, the Spanish government took the political decision not to push for national 
policy initiatives in order to hold up the work of the new foreign policy structures. As a result, 
the Spanish presidency boosted the implementation of the Lisbon Treaty instead of simply 
managing the transition (Morillas, 2011). 

In short, the CFSP institutions, working mechanisms and culture of cooperation have permeated 
the Spanish external action service. The Law on External Action and Service of the State identifies 
five key goals, with one being the strengthening of the Spanish participation in the European 
integration process “by articulating an external action in accordance with the Common Foreign and 
Security Policy of the European Union and the aims of the European External Action Service” (Ley 
2/2014). Moreover, the Spanish legislation has retained the representation potential provided by 
the EEAS delegations in the world for the Spanish diplomacy (Ley 2/2014).

4. Downloading: Adaptation and Identity Reconstruction

Europeanisation entails the adaptation and policy convergence of Spanish preferences with the 
EU Foreign Policy. We can expect such adaptation and policy convergence since the ‘Spanish 
Foreign Action Strategy’ states that the EU “is the backbone of Spanish foreign action” and the 
Spanish foreign policy is “an extension of the EU” (Gobierno de España, 2021).  As it has been 
stated above, the Spanish strategy has been based on enhancing its status in the international 
arena by aligning with the EU and collaborating to strengthen the international actorness of the 
Union. There was an ample consensus among the political parties in Spain that normalisation 
of the foreign policy, after Franco’s dictatorship, could only come by ways of Europeanising the 
Spanish policy in the sense of aligning and transforming it (preferences, processes) according 
to EU requirements. The transformation of the Spanish foreign policy has been based on 
historical accounts — “Europe is the solution for Spain” (Ortega & Gasset, 1910) — and 
on the internalisation of the EU agenda and values. In fact, EU membership removed Spain’s 
freedom of choice in such areas as disarmament and non-proliferation, multilateral trade and 
investment, international financial cooperation, human rights, and so forth (Torreblanca, 2001). 
The European political agendas, either normative (Manners 2002) or high-politics, have framed 
the Spanish preferences and reconstructed the Spanish identity in the world. 

Two issues, relevant for the EU normative agenda, show clearly the Spanish convergence 
with the European objectives and values: Balkans and Human Rights. Since the outbreak 
of war in the former Yugoslavia, the process followed by Spain coincides with the other EU 
Members’ experience in the Balkans. The level of commitment and amount of deployment of 
the Spanish forces in the Balkans, seen above, has ranked Spain as one of the big ESDP/CSDP 
contributors. The Spanish adaptation to ESDP/CSDP priorities in the Balkans is a remarkable 
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case of top-down Europeanisation of the Spanish preferences given that this part of Europe did 
not figure noticeably on the Spanish agenda at the end of the Cold War. This convergence with 
the EU policies facilitated the Spanish identity reconstruction on security and defence matters.

Human Rights is a clear case of a top-down process in terms of policy convergence and deep 
reconstruction of Spanish identity. Human Rights was one of the issues of the international 
agenda where Spain diverged at the time of joining the European diplomatic community in 1986 
(Regelsberger, 1989). Since then, the Spanish adaptation to the European collective policy 
has been absolute in terms of agenda and also in terms of agency. Spain has replicated the 
European agenda in the establishment of priorities in Human Rights. The first Spanish ‘Strategy 
for External Action’ established a selection of six national Human Right priorities. Four of them 
coincide with the most relevant EU priorities at the UN fora: opposition to capital punishment, 
action to combat discrimination based on gender, sexual orientation and gender identity, 
business and human rights and defenders of human rights (Gobierno de España, 2015). In 
terms of agency, Spain has become a strong advocate of the European agenda of gender 
equality on issues such as Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights in the Human Rights 
Council and Women, Peace and Security (WPS) in the Security Council. Spain was responsible 
on behalf of the Europeans for building the consensus necessary for the adoption of Resolution 
2242 on WPS in 2015 (Barbé, 2016). This reconstruction of the Spanish identity has turned 
the country into a leader and an agenda maker in the field of gender equality (Molina, 2021).

Regarding the high politics agenda, including relations with the main powers (United States, 
Russia and China), Spain has tended to converge with the mainstream position, provided that 
it exists. Relations with the United States are a clear case of convergence with the European 
mainstream, which was especially noteworthy given the strong anti-American sentiment in 
Spain at the moment of joining the EC. The Spanish adaptation can be seen in the most delicate 
issues, such as security (seen above) and the Middle East conflict. The latter was a litmus 
test of the Spanish will and capacity to adapt to the common European stance. The accession 
entailed the diplomatic recognition of Israel and a clear convergence with the European common 
positions on a wide range of issues related to the Middle East conflict. In general terms, the 
European frame has been crucial when making sense of Spain’s position towards the Arab-
Israeli conflict; for instance, Spain participated in the launch of European instruments, such as 
the ESDP/CSDP missions in the Palestinian Territories (EUPOL COPPS and EUBAM Rafah) and 
pragmatically accepted the US as the legitimate mediator in the conflict. But, at the same time 
since the 1990s, Spain has been a member of the Quint, created among EU member states 
to support the Peace Process and of the Likeminded Countries Group, formed by the Member 
States more sympathetic to the Palestinian cause.

Regarding relations with Russia, Spain had no policy at all when it joined the EC. Indeed, 
Spain established diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union only in 1977. Along the years, 
Spain converged with those EU Members in favour of adopting a position of pragmatism and 
constructive engagement. Indeed, Spain has been described as a strategic partner (Leonard & 
Popescu, 2007, p. 31), in the same way as France, Germany and Italy. In the current conflictual 
context, Spain frames its policy on Russia within the EU collective policy. According to Molina, 
“Spain does not have its own policy, and its policy will be the result of the coordination with the 
EU partners” (2021, p. 49).
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In regard with China, Spanish policy has followed the same path that in the Russian case, 
converging with the European mainstream and taking a pragmatic approach. In the current context 
of intensified rivalry between China and the United States, Spain clearly frames its policy into EU 
parameters, either institutional (EU-China Partnership) or ideational (principled pragmatism, EU 
strategic autonomy), and sides with those states like Germany that prefer to focus on economic 
and multilateral relations, leaving aside the security issues (Esteban, 2021).

Beyond the adaptation of the diplomatic agenda to the EU requirements, Spain has 
also transformed its Europeanist approach to foreign, security and defence policy. In the 
1990s, the Spanish approach to the incorporation of defence in the integration process 
was based on building a single framework (i.e., incorporation of the neutral states in the 
Western European Union [WEU] prior to joining the EC) (Barbé, 1999). In essence, Spain was 
against the "variable-geometry Europe". However, the political and institutional context has 
changed completely, in a way that Spain has become a leader of differentiated integration 
as the only way to advance the European defence and to be a core country at the “forefront 
of European defence”, according to Spanish Foreign Affairs Minister (Dastis, 2016). In this 
sense, one of the milestones to activate the Permanent Structured Cooperation in the area 
of Defence Policies (PESCO) (art. 42(6) TEU) was a joint letter sent by the Defence Ministers 
of Germany, France, Italy and Spain to the High Representative, Federica Mogherini, in July 
2017. The PESCO issue is an indicator of how much the Spanish policy and approach has 
been transformed along the years in order to facilitate collective outputs.

5. Uploading: Defending Interests and Increasing Influence

Spain is a willing norm-taker when the Union pursues collective action on the international 
scene. At the same time, Spain sees Europe as a way to influence the world, to shape the 
international milieu or to defend interests vis-à-vis its neighbours. In this vein, Spain has done 
bottom-up projection of its interests in the CFSP/CSDP domain, attempting at the same time to 
increase its influence in the world as a middle power.

A case that can illustrate how Spain has learnt how to project its interests by acting as 
norm-maker in security and defence matters is the case of counterterrorism, an issue very 
sensitive at domestic level because of ETA. In 2001, 9/11 had a profound impact in the issue 
of terrorism at the global level. The new situation empowered Aznar’ government to deploy a 
more assertive policy, and Spain was able to transfer its priorities and concerns at the EU. 
During the Spanish EU presidency in 2002, the Aznar government projected its main priority 
in politics, the struggle against terrorism, onto the ESDP domain. Aznar took advantage of the 
EU Presidency to intensify this Europeanisation of domestic policy and succeeded. The Seville 
European Council, in June 2002, adopted a Declaration establishing that both the ESDP and the 
CFSP were to play an important role in the fight against terrorism. Later, the TEU included the 
fight against terrorism, even through military means, as part of the CSDP missions (art. 43). 

There are two issues where the impact of Spain on European Foreign Policy is outstanding: 
the Euro-Mediterranean policy and EU-Latin American relations. In both cases, Spain has 
worked to transfer its policies to the European level with the intention of both upgrading the 
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EU’s relations with those areas and playing a leading role in the Union concerning them. The 
Mediterranean and Latin America constitute the regional priorities of Spanish Foreign Policy 
for geographical and historical reasons. Indeed, the Spanish Accession Treaty into the EC 
incorporates two symbolic declarations mentioning the reinforcement of European relations 
with Latin America. 

The projection of Spanish interests has been more successful in the case of relations 
with the Mediterranean, than it has been with the Latin American countries. The high level of 
common interests between Spain and other EU partners has played in favour of the Spanish 
ambition to transfer its Mediterranean objectives to the European framework. Whereas the low 
level of common interests in the case of Latin America has, in this case, hindered a successful 
Spanish bottom-up Europeanisation.

With regard to the Mediterranean agenda, Spain took advantage of the structure of 
opportunities in the first half of the 1990s (civil war in Algeria, jihadist Islamism, high migration) 
to press for reinforcing the Union’s relations with the Maghreb countries, on the grounds that 
this would prevent future security problems for all Europeans. The Oslo Peace Accords between 
Israel and the Palestinians in 1993 created a window of opportunity for the region. Thus, 
Madrid pressed in Brussels to expand the Euro-Maghreb project into a Euro-Mediterranean 
partnership. This shift in foreign policy focus resonated better with Spain’s European partners 
and helped Spain to project its preferences at the European level. At the Cannes European 
Council in 1995, Spain negotiated with the other partners (mostly with Germany) to obtain 
a balanced treatment between the Eastern pre-enlargement strategy (Phare Program) and 
Southern partners (Meda Program). This negotiation is the best example of how Spain has 
managed to successfully upload its preferences (with financial effects) to the EU level (Barbé, 
1998). The organisation of the first ministerial Euro-Mediterranean in Barcelona during the 
Spanish presidency in 1995 reinforced the Spanish diplomatic status in the EU and launched a 
new kind of regional process consisting of multiple and interdependent layers of interests (free 
trade area, Meda programme) and with a normative bias (exporting norms to the neighbours). 
The Barcelona Process, which turned into a major priority for Spanish diplomacy, became at 
the same time the main European framework for dealing with Mediterranean matters. Despite 
later adaptations undermining the Euro-Med Partnership, such as the European Neighbourhood 
Policy, the Partnership is the best example of how the Europeanisation (uploading) process of 
Spanish preferences finished in merging with European stances and contributed to creating a 
“European policy for the South” (Gillespie, 2000).

Regarding Latin America, successive Spanish governments, whether Socialist or Conservative, 
have tried to influence the other EU Members in favour of stronger relations between Europe 
and Latin America. In terms of agenda setting during the Spanish Presidency in 1995, the 
Union endorsed a Communication from the Commission which aimed to launch a ‘Strategy 
to Strengthen Association Between Europe and Latin America’. The Strategy proposed, for 
example, the signing of association and trade agreements, the opening up of EU markets and 
a substantial increase in development aid. The structure of opportunities at that moment – 
many European partners were worried about the NAFTA agreements – helped to attract support 
for the Spanish initiative. The first output of the new Strategy was to be the signature of a 
Partnership Agreement with Mexico in 1997. Later, Aznar’s government advocated in favour of 
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the establishment of an EU-Latin America Summit. The first one, celebrated in Brazil in 1999, 
launched a bi-regional Strategic Association. Those events, seen as a Spanish diplomatic 
success by the Foreign Affairs Minister (Matutes, 1999), can be considered as the result of 
the bottom-up Europeanisation process undertaken by the Spanish governments. However, 
conflicting issues between the EU and Latin America, such as the European Agriculture Policy 
and the new EU configuration after the 2004 enlargement, hindered the Spanish leverage 
to shape the European collective foreign policy in Latin America matters. The best example 
has been Cuba. In 1996, Aznar’s government uploaded its policy to the EU by requesting the 
adoption of a CFSP common position that practically blocked relations with the island, breaking 
with the previous pragmatic policy defended by Spanish Socialist governments in the EU. 
Zapatero’s government unsuccessfully tried to muster support for a change in the EU’s position 
on Cuba. Poland and Czech Republic blocked any shift in relations with the Cuban government. 
Finally, the resume of the relations with Cuba that started in 2014 has been led by European 
institutions (Parliament, High Representative). In short, Spain has lost political leverage in the 
enlarged EU but also interest on international issues since the country has been more focused 
on domestic issues (Roy, 2015). 

Except for some particular endeavours, like the Alliance of Civilisations put forward by 
Rodríguez Zapatero in 2004, Spain has been much less active with regard to shaping the 
diplomatic agenda of the UE since the early years of the current century. In 2009, a British 
analyst wrote a provocative paper arguing that Spain was punching below its weight in the EU 
(Grant, 2009). Indeed, in the early 2010s, Spain’s international ambitions suffered a serious 
blow due to the convergence in the country of political, economic and territorial crises (Soler 
i Lecha & Barbé, 2021). The appointment of the conservative leader Mariano Rajoy in 2011 
intensified this trend as the new prime minister showed little appetite for foreign policy issues. 
The result was a cut down on international projection to devote more efforts to domestic 
affairs. The idea of "Spain punching below its weight" has been widespread in the last two 
decades undermining “Spain’s overall prestige and credibility” (Powell, 2012, p. 23) and raising 
concern in regard with Spain’s influence in the EU. Ignacio Molina stated that “if Spain ever 
punched above its weight in Brussels, it now does the very opposite” (2013, p. 9), hindering 
the possibilities to project its national preferences to the CFSP agenda.

6. Conclusions: Europeaniser in a De-Europeanisation Context

Comparing the level of Europeanisation of the Foreign Policy of the EU Member States, Spain 
ranks among the first group with a “significant Europeanisation” level (Wong & Hill, 2011, 
p. 218). This chapter has shown how the level of Europeanisation of Spanish Foreign Policy 
has taken place in three dimensions: identity reconstruction, adaptation to EU policies and 
projection of national concerns on the European agenda, although the projection of national 
preferences has been circumscribed by the European (enlargement) and domestic (crises) 
factors in the last two decades.

What can we expect on this sectoral policy in terms of Europeanisation? The literature 
indicates that the EU Foreign Policy is undergoing a de-Europeanisation process. Indeed, as 
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an intergovernmental policy area that depends on voluntary and deeply socialised cooperation 
and mutual solidarity, CFSP is particularly vulnerable to de-Europeanisation dynamics (Müller 
et al., 2021). This de-Europeanisation results from the reforms introduced by the Treaty of 
Lisbon which disempower the states regarding the CFSP machinery, from the processes of 
contestation of established norms by several Member States, and especially from the impact 
of populism. The result is the end of "permissive consensus" in the domain of Foreign and 
Security Policy (Costa, 2019). In other words, CFSP and CSDP have been politicised as any 
other EU sectoral policy.

What can we expect from the Spanish behaviour in this context of de-Europeanisation, 
understood as “EU Member States [that] disagree with and oppose the fundamental and 
foundational aspects of EU foreign policy” (Müller at al., 2021, p. 525)? Three remarks can be 
made in relation to this question. First, Spain has been performing as a constructive pro-European 
actor when building a common position has been difficult because of blockers with no direct 
interests on the involved issue (e.g., Cyprus vetting sanctions on Belarus in October 2020 or 
Hungary vetting Council Conclusions on the Middle East Process on May 2021). Second, under 
the current politicisation, Spain will facilitate any reform that helps produce European positions 
based on differentiated integration, as in the case of PESCO, seen above. Finally, Spain maintains 
a constructive attitude towards the EU approach even when its national interest is involved, as in 
the case of Kosovo. Spain maintains its position concerning the non-recognition of Kosovo, but 
it has not blocked the Council Conclusions on the issue, has supported the Dialogue between 
Serbia and Kosovo and has participated in the 2021 EU-Western Balkans Summit (provided that 
the Kosovo flag is not displayed). In sum, we can expect a significant Spanish Europeanised 
foreign policy in the near future, since “the EU context represents a much safer means of [acting 
globally] than national action” (Wong & Hill, 2011, p. 223).
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13 

The Common Agricultural Policy  
and Spain

RICARD RAMON I SUMOY1 

1. Introduction2

The Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) is one of the Union's oldest, most integrated and most 
controversial policies. Due to its distributional role for a small population, the CAP is the EU 
policy with the greatest impact at the individual level. At the same time, it provides safe and 
high-quality food and guarantees food security for over 450 million consumers with growing 
expectations in terms of safe and sustainable production. Furthermore, the coverage of 
farmland (48% of EU land) and forests (36%) makes the CAP the EU policy with the largest 
territorial impact and a crucial tool to preserve and manage natural resources. 

In the last three decades, the CAP has undergone an important transformation process 
that has radically changed its foundations, moving from an interventionist, regulated and 
expensive policy (which represented two thirds of the EU budget) to a market-oriented and 
more decentralised one.  Currently, the CAP continues to have an important distributional role 
(it represents around one third of the EU budget) and is the central tool to support rural and 
farming communities in the transition towards a more sustainable economic model. 

This chapter aims to provide some key reflections on the Europeanisation of the agricultural 
policy in the specific case of Spain. The interaction between the CAP and Spain will be presented 
from three different perspectives: 

 • Firstly, it will examine the institutional dimension (bottom-up) from a historical angle, in 
order to grasp the role that Spain played in the evolution of the policy since the accession 
of Spain to the European Economic Community (ECC).

 • Secondly, it will present some of the key debates associated with the impact of the CAP on 
the Spanish farming system. 

1 The information and views set out in this article are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the official 
opinion of the European Commission.

2 I would like to thank Tomás García Azcárate and Laura Girol for their comments and suggestions to an initial draft 
of this chapter.
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 • Thirdly, it will explore the main top-down institutional consequences associated with the 
implementation of the policy

The chapter will conclude with general reflections on the new emerging farming policy 
debates and the challenges and opportunities from the Spanish perspective.

2. Spain in a Constantly Evolving CAP: From Overproduction 
to the Sustainability Challenge

The CAP was created in 1962 with the aim to guarantee food supply in the new Europe emerging 
from the ruins of the Second World War. The Treaty of Rome (1957) had defined a set of specific 
objectives that have remained unaltered ever since, despite several treaty revisions: increasing 
agricultural productivity, ensuring a fair standard of living for the agricultural community, stabilising 
the markets, ensuring the availability of supplies and ensuring reasonable prices to consumers.

In a moment where the original members of the European Community were experiencing 
a fast industrialisation process (which involved a fast rural exodus) as well as developing 
the welfare state, the CAP emerged as a key political instrument to guarantee stability in 
the countryside. From the perspective of national interests of the founding members, the 
integration of agricultural policies can even be interpreted as a selective Europeanisation of 
domestic policies which individual Member States would have not been able to preserve any 
longer (Milward, 2000).  

The original CAP developed in the 1960s included strong (but selective) border protection 
(based on import quotas and high tariffs), high intervention prices for different commodities 
(which prevented declines in prices in the common market) and export refunds (to compensate 
for the difference between domestic prices and international prices). This approach to agricultural 
markets would soon provoke the production of surpluses (the so-called “butter mountains” and 
“wine lakes”), as well as tensions in the recently created Community budget. From the 1970s 
onwards, structural measures to modernise the sector were established, as well as the first 
mechanisms to manage supply and control expenditure. The introduction of milk quotas (1984) 
and the financial ceiling to the CAP budget (1988) marked the beginning of the final period of 
the first CAP in a context of growing pressure, both internal (i.e., budget) and external (GATT 
Uruguay round), to liberalise European agricultural markets. 

1.1. From the Accession Negotiations to the MacSharry Reform

A Difficult Accession

The integration of the Spanish agriculture into the CAP took place in this changing context, 
where the CAP was not any more the “original” CAP. In practical terms, Spain joined the EEC 
under a CAP victim of its own successes (Langreo & Álvarez-Coque, 2011). While the EEC future 
partners had benefitted from the support of the expansionist and interventionist CAP of the 
1960s and early 1970s (which allowed high productivity increases), Spain had to accept that 
the expansion was over. This dynamic was particularly relevant for cotton or dairy sectors, 
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where the original Spanish plans for a sectorial development clashed with an EEC path to 
restrict production.

Due to the size and importance of the Spanish agriculture, the negotiation of the agricultural 
chapter became the most contentious chapter of the accession negotiation. In fact, with Spain, 
the agricultural surface enlarged by 30% and farming population increased by 31%. At the 
same time, Spanish agricultural exports represented more than one fifth of the country’s total 
exports. Farmers in Southern France concerned about competition from Spanish Mediterranean 
products became the main lobby against the Spanish membership and forced the French 
government to toughen the conditions under which Spain could enter the common market.

As highlighted by Tomás García Azcárate (2020), several factors shaped the accession 
process: firstly, Spain was joining a “club” which had already set up its own rules, which had 
to be accepted; secondly, the EEC modified its rules before the accession to Spain to allow 
certain productions (in particular wine and fruit and vegetables in France and Italy) to adapt 
to the new competition; thirdly, Spain had to accept to slow down the growth of its most 
competitive sectors, such as fruit and vegetables and olive oil. 

The integration of Spanish agriculture to the European Community was supposed to have 
an important impact to the Community budget, emphasising the already existing divergences 
among partners in managing the CAP and organising the budget. The agreement reached 
among European leaders at the Stuttgart European Council (1983) linked that enlargement to 
an increase of the agricultural budget (requested by France) and to the resolution of the British 
budgetary question (the imbalance between its contribution to the EEC budget and its receipt). 
The following year, at the Fontainebleau European Council (1984), the UK financial mechanism 
(the so-called “British check”) was agreed.  This deal would temporarily solve the existing 
budgetary tensions. 

The MacSharry CAP Reform (1992)

In the context of growing internal (budget) and external (GATT Uruguay Round) pressures in 
1992, the agricultural ministers agreed on the reform of the CAP launched by the Agriculture 
Commissioner Ray MacSharry. This reform represented the first real reform of the CAP, 
thereby opening European agriculture to global markets. Despite the initial resistance of some 
Member States, it involved (amongst others) a reduction of domestic prices (bringing them 
closer to international prices), and introducing direct payments. Specific actions to foster a 
more environmentally friendly farming sector were also established with the so-called “agro-
environmental” measures.  

It represented a turning point in the relationship between Spain and the CAP. For the first 
time, the Spanish government was no longer a passive player that had to accept the rules 
agreed by others, but an active actor in the policy design. In the Council negotiations, Spain 
together with Portugal, Italy and Greece supported the creation of the new direct payments in 
front of the opposition of the United Kingdom, Netherlands and Denmark. 

Thus, since 1992, the CAP payments play a key role in establishing farmer’s income amidst 
climate uncertainties and growingly volatile markets. When the great drought of the mid-1990s 
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dramatically decreased cereal production, the new CAP system proved to be a useful tool to 
mitigate the negative effects on the sector (García Azcárate, 2020).

1.2. Reforming the CAP in a Globalised Context: Agenda 2000, Fishler 
Reform and “Health Check”

Agenda 2000 (1999)

The CAP reform process initiated with the MacSharry reform was completed seven years later 
with a new reform led by the Agriculture Commissioner Franz Fishler in the context of the 
budgetary negotiations for the 2000-2006 period. 

Once again, the budgetary discussions influenced the technical discussion on the future of 
farm policy. At that moment, a suggestion to force Member States to pay a share of the cost 
of direct payments (25%) as a way to solve the financial problem of the potentially enlarged EU 
towards Central and Eastern Europe overshadowed the debate on CAP reform (Cunha & Swinbank, 
2011). Germany, Finland, Denmark, Sweden, Italy, the United Kingdom and the Netherlands were 
in favour of this solution. Portugal, Greece and Spain would line up with France against it. The 
budgetary debate confirmed Spain as the main ally of France in defence of a financially strong 
PAC. From that moment onwards, the co-financing of direct payments would always emerge in the 
budgetary debates, but it would be vetoed by countries such as France and Spain. 

The final agreement involved a continuation of the decrease in the intervention prices while 
direct payments to farmers were increased. The most notable practical element of the 1999 
reform is the institutionalisation of the so-called “2nd pillar” of the CAP: the rural development 
policy. The rural development policy would include, among other elements: (1) investment 
support to modernise the sector; (2) compensations to farmers in less favoured areas (such as 
mountains); (3) agro-environmental support; and (4) new initiatives to promote the diversification 
of economic activity in rural areas (such as the LEADER Initiative). Spain would strongly support 
the incorporation of territorial elements under the CAP.  

The Agenda 2000 also delayed the reform of the dairy sector. In the context of these 
negotiations, Spain obtained a milk quota increase, requested since its accession. In fact, the 
Spanish milk quota had been fixed far below the real level of production due to lack of accurate 
statistics at the moment of the accession negotiations. 

The Fishler Reforms (2003, 2004)

On the eve of the accession of ten new Central and Eastern Member States in 2003, the reform 
promoted by the Agricultural Commissioner Franz Fishler opened a new cycle based on the 
decoupling of direct payments. The main goal was to transform the system of direct aid to 
farmers, by breaking their links to production. Farmers would receive income support regardless 
of the specific type of production and regardless of production levels, but conditional to certain 
basic, mainly environmental, criteria (the so-called “conditionality”). The proposal also involved 
“degressivity”, a mechanism to reduce the support according to the amounts received. 
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Under this new support system, farmers produce according to market signals rather than 
public support, which would remain stable and isolated from market developments. It places the 
EU in a comfortable situation at international level, since most of the subsidies are classified 
by the World Trade Organisation (WTO) as “green box” (farm subsidies which do not distort 
trade or do it minimally). 

Initially, this reform faced a strong opposition. The conservative camp was led by Spain, 
Ireland and the French President, Jacques Chirac. In addition to their opposition to decoupling 
and modulating direct payments, they were also opposed to the timing (Cunha & Swinbank, 
2011). Considering that Italy had a critical approach, there was in practice a blocking minority 
in the Council. 

At that time, the powerful finance ministers were apprehensive of the budgetary consequences 
that the future EU enlargement could have entailed and feared a massive transfer of CAP funds 
to future new members. However, as the decoupling references are based on historical data and 
expenditures, they guaranteed that each Member State would still receive their previous budget 
envelope. The agricultural Ministers had to accept the deal (García Azcarate, 2021).

The Commission also accepted other specific and localised requests from Spain, such 
as a specific support for rice and nuts producers. The Fishler reform also incorporated the 
so-called “compulsory modulation”, which involved a budget transfer from direct support to 
rural development policy which as of 2006, was fixed at 5% of direct payments.

The reform process promoted by Franz Fishler continued with the Mediterranean reform, a 
package to enlarge the philosophy of decoupling to the specific sectorial support to olive oil, 
cotton and tobacco and, later on, fruits and vegetables. This reform, agreed in April 2004, 
was decided in the EU Council with the opposition of Spain, which challenged the decision on 
cotton in the European Court of Justice, arguing that it infringed obligations foreseen in the 
Accession Treaty. The Court agreed with Spain, because the Commission had not undertaken 
an appropriate impact assessment, but it allowed the regime to remain. 

The most relevant institutional impact of this reform process was the increase in the 
Member States' decision-making capacity. Within parameters agreed at EU level, each Member 
States was free to determine the exact payment percentage that would continue to be linked 
to production. As stated earlier, the reform also grants them autonomy regarding the single 
payment implementation model: It could be put in place based on historical references or 
distributed equally across specific territories (the so-called “regional model”). 

This new approach had important domestic consequences, since it shifted certain policy 
debates from the EU level to the national political arena. In practical terms, since 2003, the CAP 
has been experiencing a process of renationalisation of certain policy decisions. This process 
bears important consequences since it strengthens the capacity of the national governments 
as agents responsible for settling opposing territorial interests. In the Spanish case, this 
process is especially relevant, given its decentralised constitutional structure.

This flexibility would be reinforced by the 2007-2013 Multi-annual financial framework 
debate: The first financial deal among European leaders since the 2004 enlargement (agreed 
by 25 Member States) would consolidate the logic of the national envelopes (Ramon, 2007). 
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The Health Check (2009)

The Health Check, promoted by the Agricultural Commissioner Marianne Fisher-Boël 
consolidated the path of the Fishler reforms, extending the decoupling of the direct 
payments and increasing the mandatory modulation (transferring resources from direct 
payments to rural development). It also enhanced the market orientation with an EU Council 
agreement to end milk quotas by 2015.  

Spain supported the Health Check. The shift of resources from the direct payments to 
rural development (with a particular focus on water, climate change and renewable energy) 
was seen as a process which fitted the needs of Spanish agriculture (Compés & García 
Álvarez-Coque, 2009). 

It established the “regional model” of distribution of direct payments (based on a 
uniform aid in a certain territory) as the main model towards which support should evolve. 
Even if this decision did not have an immediate impact (Member States could continue to 
implement the single payment based on historical references), it preempted the model 
of support that would be extended in the following reforms. This would have important 
consequences in countries like Spain, with a heterogeneous and diverse agricultural 
structure. The territorialisation of support will emerge as a key political challenge for the 
next decade. 

1.3. From the Ciolos Reform to the European Green Deal (2011-2021) 
In 2010, with a new political cycle in the EU, a new CAP reform was launched, as an important 
piece of the Multi-annual financial framework for the 2014-2020 period. With a farming sector 
fully integrated in the international markets and a paralysis of multilateralism on a global 
scale, the new reform process (this time for 27 Member States) was exclusively driven by 
domestic parameters. 

Two key issues intensified political attention: the distribution of the support (among 
Member States and among farmers), and the introduction of a new payment to foster a more 
environmentally friendly farming sector. 

Regarding the distribution of support, the negotiation in the Council focused on the need 
to find a smooth way to limit the large differences on the level of support across Member 
States. This formula (known as “external convergence”) would be agreed on by the European 
Council in 2013: all Member States (mainly the new ones) under 90% of the EU average (in 
terms of EUR/ha) would have to improve at least one third of the gap to the 90%. This transfer 
would be funded by those countries (mainly the old ones) with a higher level of support. In that 
process, Spain was in a favorable situation since its payment/ha level was slightly below the 
EU average. As a result, unlike all the other large Member States (Italy, France and Germany), 
Spain was not affected by the transfer of financial resources to the new Member States. From 
that moment, Spain became the second recipient of the CAP (following France) situation, which 
would remain until the present day.  
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Figure 13.1. Annual CAP Expenditure by Member State in 2020 (in Million EUR). 

Source: European Commission. DG Agriculture and Rural Development

The distribution of the CAP budget by Member States also has an impact on their views of 
the farming policy model. Major net recipients of the CAP budget such as France, Italy, Ireland 
and Spain are known as "conservatives" for being in favour of traditional types of supports 
(Lovec & Erjavec, 2013). 

The Spanish position in the Ciolos reform was mainly focused on minimising the changes 
from the status quo in the internal distribution of support. The Spanish government strongly 
opposed any attempt to move towards a single “flat-rate” payment within the Member States. 
In the Council discussions, Spain asked for as much flexibility as possible in the implementation 
of the new support system and tried to limit the requirements of the so-called “internal 
convergence” (the minimum level of support to be reached by all farmers within a territory). 
This position, shared with France, Italy and Ireland, aimed to minimise the domestic transfers 
among sectors and among regions. 

The other key debate concerned the proposal for a new payment devoted to environmentally 
friendly practices (the so-called “greening payment”), which absorb 30% of the direct payments. 
Here Spain successfully tried to minimise the new requirements to be fulfilled by the farmers. 

This reform was negotiated in a totally new institutional framework. Due to the Lisbon Treaty 
entering into force, for the first time any change in the CAP had to be agreed under co-decision, 
with the European Parliament at equal footing with the Council. This completely changed the 
dynamics of a policy that had been negotiated under a purely intergovernmental logic for 
50 years. The Parliament approached this CAP reform from a politically and institutionally 
conservative position (Christilla Roederer-Rynning, 2015). 

Due to the strong redistributive nature of the CAP, MEP voting behavior tends to be more 
concerned with national interests than with party lines. National and sector-specific interests 
seem to consolidate their position in farm policies using the Parliament as an extra channel 
of influence. 
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In that context, research carried out on the Ciolos reform considers that the MEPs from 
Spain (as well as Austria, Belgium, Cyprus, France, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Lithuania, 
Poland, Portugal) tend to favour an interventionist CAP. Interestingly, when assessing the 
voting behavior of the MEPs in the COMAGRI Committee during that CAP Reform, a high level 
of country discipline can be seen among the Spanish MEPs, with a country cohesion on Single 
CMO roll-call votes higher than 0.90, a level shared with Italy and France (Alessandro Olper & 
Lucia Pacca, 2015).

In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, Brexit, and the new European Green Deal agenda 
for sustainable growth, the European institutions have agreed the budget for the 2021-2027 
period. This new Multi-annual financial framework guarantees certain stability for the CAP 
budget. It also follows the logic of “external convergence” by continuing the shift of additional 
resources towards Eastern Member States. In that process, the overall national envelope for 
Spain until 2027 remains quite stable when compared with the previous financial period. 

Once the budget was agreed, both the European Parliament and the Council closed a deal 
by June 2021 on the content of the CAP for the period between 2023-2027. This new CAP will 
represent an important increase of the funds for environmentally friendly measures: The new 
voluntary actions under the first pillar of the CAP (the so-called eco-schemes) will be a key tool 
to compensate farmers for the additional costs of the new transition towards more sustainable 
and climate-friendly farming model. Another important novelty will be a new mandatory 
requirement to redistribute at least 10% of the funds for direct payments. 

As originally proposed by Commissioner Phil Hogan (and accepted by the co-legislators), the 
new CAP will be implemented under a new governance model organised with national strategic 
plans: the future CAP strategic plans will be drafted by Member States and formally adopted 
by the European Commission. This approach also means more flexibility for Member States in 
designing the different interventions to be applied in each territory.

2. The CAP in Spain: Europeanising the Spanish Countryside

2.1. The Modernisation of the Spanish Agri-Food Sector: Europeanising 
and Globalising?
The integration of the Spanish farming sector into the EU has accelerated the process of 
structural adjustment, which the sector was already experiencing since the 1960s. From 1986 
to 2020, the population employed in the agricultural sector has steadily decreased from 16% 
to barely 4% in a constant descent that is not yet stabilised. While the farming population 
has decreased, agricultural income has grown. Despite the loss of weight of agriculture in the 
economy as a whole (today the agricultural sector barely represents 3% of GDP), the Spanish 
agricultural sector has successfully faced its integration in the European market. 

ECC membership led to a progressive dismantling of tariffs with important effects on some 
traditionally highly protected markets. In the early nineties, the creation of the internal market 
completed the process of opening the Spanish agricultural markets to the rest of the European 
partners. In parallel, the implementation of the GATT Uruguay Round agreements starting in 
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1995, as well as successive EU trade agreements with third countries, have accelerated the 
integration of Spanish agriculture to global markets.

The economic balance of the Europeanisation process of the Spanish farming sector is quite 
impressive: Spain is today the fourth export country of agri-food products in the EU (after the 
Netherlands, Germany and France), as well as the world’s leading exporter of olive oil and fruit 
and vegetable products and one of the main wine exporters. The integration has also favoured 
the development of the value chains in the meat industry, in particular for pork. The growing 
trend experienced by the intensive livestock sector has also been associated with a growing 
dependence on commodity imports from outside the EU, especially animal feeds.

The dairy sector has probably suffered the most, due its strong fragmentation, its higher 
costs and the already mentioned restrictive negotiated initial quota. The sharp decline in 
the number of farms and the concentration process experienced after the EU accession has 
continued after the removal of the quotas. 

Figure 13.2. Evolution of Agricultural Trade Between  
Spain and EU/Non-EU Countries (in Million EUR). 

Source: Directorate General for Agriculture and Rural Development, based on COMEXT data.

The success of Spanish agriculture is not only reflected in its presence in foreign markets, 
but also in the role it plays within the set of economic activity in the country. The agricultural 
sector today plays a central role in sustaining the demand for other industrial and service 
activities, and in the supply of a powerful food industry which has a key role within Spanish 
industry as a whole.

Interestingly, most successful sectors (fruits and vegetables, wine and pork meat) are precisely 
the sectors with the lowest level of support from the CAP, with the notable exception of olive oil. 
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The total factor productivity and its three components (labour, capital and land) have been steadily 
increasing since 1995 in Spain. However, this varies among sectors, farm size typology, and regions. 
Farm investments (gross fixed capital formation), dropped after 2009 due to the financial crisis, 
have been steadily increasing and are now recovered. Spain's productivity growth has been higher 
than the EU average, mainly due to a high level in production (in both crop and animal production) 
with a strong decrease in labor and a reduction in capital. In fact, the level of farm investments is 
rather low in Spain (just 15% of their marketed value, well below the EU average of around 31%), 
which could compromise their competitiveness in the long-term (European Commission, 2020).

2.2. The Distribution of the CAP Support
Since the MacSharry reform (1992), the CAP shifted its focus towards income support: As 
explained in section 1, the decrease in the prices was compensated by the establishment of 
direct payments to farmers. This policy change on the early 1990s shifted the burden from 
consumers to taxpayers. These subsidies, despite the changes in their form (mainly its shift 
from coupled to decoupled payments) have remained the key policy instrument until now. 

The evolution of the internal distribution of the support within Spain has been influenced by a 
domestic political consensus in favour of stability. Despite the different reform processes agreed 
at EU level since early 1990s, the decisions adopted at the national level to implement the reforms 
followed a general pattern of minimising territorial and sectorial transfers. The important territorial 
impacts of the CAP and the role of regions (called “Autonomous Communities”) as key actors in the 
agricultural policy implementation contributed to consolidate this conservative approach. 

In some regions, such as Andalucía, Castilla y León, Castilla-La Mancha and Extremadura, 
CAP support represents a very significant transfer of resources, which play and important role 
in the overall economy of the region (see Figure 13.3 for the distribution of the direct payments 
and market measures across the Autonomous Communities). 

Figure 13.3. European Agricultural Guarantee Fund (EAGF) Expenditure in Spain by Autono-
mous Community. Annual Expenditure of 2020 (Million EUR) 

Source: Fondo Español de Garantía Agraria O.A. (Ministerio de Agricultura, Pesca y Alimentación).
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The evolution towards a decoupled model has reinforced the role of land in the 
distribution of the aid: the more land a farmer has, the more the level of support. At the 
same time, the historical references (based on the average level of support between 2000 
and 2002), consolidated the already existing imbalances in the distribution of support 
according to historical production and farm size. 

Despite multiple proposals by the European Commission to establish mandatory 
limits to the support levels to the large beneficiaries (the so-called capping), the Council 
of ministers used to veto such proposals. As a result, the mechanisms to redistribute 
according to farm size (either “capping” the large ones or giving additional support to the 
small ones) have been, until 2021, in the hands of each individual Member State. The 
“rule” by which “80% of the support provided is devoted to 20% of farms” (which account 
for the greater part of the farm land) has been a common feature of the CAP since the early 
1990s, with limited changes.

In the implementation of the Ciolos reform, Spain opted for not applying the voluntary 
redistributive mechanisms. According to the latest figures available, the distribution of the 
direct support in Spain follows the pattern of the EU average, mirroring the 80/20 imbalance. 
However, we need to consider that this imbalance is largely influenced by the large number 
of very small beneficiaries. In Spain, this debate is also closely associated with the debate 
about the conditions to access the aid, since a large part of the beneficiaries do not have 
farming as a main professional activity. The so-called “active farmer” debate to avoid that 
“sofa-farmers” get access to the CAP payments has failed to be harmonised at EU level 
(despite several attempts by the European Commission since 2011). The definition of the 
“active farmer” is then in practice established by each Member State. 

Figure 13.4. Distribution of Beneficiaries and Payments  
of CAP Direct Payment by Payment Class (2020). 

Source: European Commission. Directorate General for Agriculture and Rural Development.
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2.3. The Sustainability Challenge: The EU as a Driver Towards a 
More Sustainable Farming Model?
The fast modernisation process experienced by Spain also had consequences on the 
management of natural resources. The strong impact of farming activities on water, soil and air 
in a context of climate change have led to a growing action of the European Union to advance 
towards a more environmentally friendly farming model.

Since the 1990s, the European environmental legislation has been the key driving force 
to move Spanish agriculture towards a more sustinable farming model. At the same time, the 
different CAP reforms have progressively incorporated mechanisms to accompany this transition. 
The incorporation of environmnetal concerns within the CAP involved two different approaches: 
on the one hand, the integration of the environmnetal requirements as conditions to benefit from 
the financial support (the so-called “conditionality”, created in 2003); on the other hand, the 
specific financial measures designed by Member States to compensate farmers that voluntarily 
decide to put into practice specific environmental practices (the “agro-environmental measures”, 
co-financed in the second pillar). Since the 1990s, all national and regional rural development 
programmes implemented by the Spanish administrations have incorporated a large set of 
such voluntary measures that tried to promote organic farming, integrated pest management, 
traditional grassland management or good practices in Natura 2000 sites. 

Figure 13.5. Agricultural Area Under Agro-Environmental Measures  
as % of the Used Agricultural Area. 

Source: European Commission. Directorate General for Agriculture and Rural Development.

A key concern in the development of Spanish agriculture has been water availability, a key 
limiting factor with strong economic impact. The volumes of water for irrigation represent a 
large share of the freshwater volumes withdrawn in Spain. At the same time, farming activity 
under irrigated land represents more than 50% of the final national crop output. The growth 
of a competitive farming sector (in a context of growing demand for water for other uses as 
well) and the need to preserve the already limited water resources (in order to fully respect 
the requirements set in the European legislation) have generated important tensions through 
the last decades. The investments to change the old irrigation systems using European funds 
(to manage the water in a more efficient way) emerged as a key action of the regional rural 
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development plans. The last round of rural development programmes (for the 2014-2020 period)  
planned to support the conversion of 7.2% of the total irrigated land towards more efficient 
irrigation systems. After three decades of EU-financed investments in the Spanish countryside 
to improve water efficiency, currenly more than 53% of the irrigated land in Spain uses localised 
systems while only 24% uses the traditional gravity method (European Commission, 2020).

At the same time, several regions face important challenges regarding water quality concerns, 
mainly associated to the fertilisation practices in agricultural land. The implementation of the 
European legislation on Nitrates has become a key driver of change in the most intensive 
territories: 16% of the national territory and 35% of the agricultural area have been classified as 
Nitrates Vulnerable Zones (NVZ), areas where specific mandatory rules have to be put in place 
to improve, in particular regarding fertilisation practices. The financial support of the CAP has 
emerged as a key instrument to improve nutrient management using both regulatory means 
(compulsory requirements) and financial incentives. 

Despite efforts by the adminstrations and farming community to improve the fertilisation 
practices, nitrate concentrations continued to increase in many territories. At the end of 2021, 
the European Commission considered that efforts by the Spanish authorities were insufficient 
in several regions, therefore referred Spain to the Court of Justice of the European Union. 

Another key challenge faced by Spanish agriculture concerns the compatibility between 
farming activities and biodiversity protection. It is important to take into account that Spain is 
the Member State with the highest share of Natura 2000 land area (138.311 km2, 17.6% of 
the whole EU Natura2000 land area). The different planning tools of the EU to implement the 
biodivesity legislation constantly highlighted the need for Spanish authorities to allocate more 
financial support of the CAP to the protection of these areas.

2.4. The Territorial Challenge: The Development of Rural Areas
The fast modernisation process experienced by Spanish economy and society for the last 
half a century had another side-effect: the depopulation of rural areas. industrialisation and 
tertiarisation processes favoured the growth of urban areas and stimulated a rural exodus. This 
process, with different timing and rhythm, followed a common pattern across Europe and in the 
developed world.

Using a definition based on the degree of urbanisation,3 73.7% of the Spanish territory can 
be classified as rural, while only 14% of the population lives in these areas. Between 2001 and 
2018, 63% of municipalities lost population, with those of less than 1000 inhabitants being 
particularly affected. According to national authorities, in Spanish rural areas, almost half of 
all municipalities are considered to be at risk (10.3%) or at high risk (38.1%) of depopulation. 
The GDP per inhabitant in Spanish rural areas stagnated at 80% of the EU-27 average between 
2011 and 2016 (European Commission, 2020). Furthermore, Spanish rural areas are facing 
particular social challenges regarding higher unemployment rates, aging, and lack of access 
to basic services. 

3 According to the definition based on the “Degree of urbanization” (DEGURBA), applied at the Local Administrative 
Units (LAU) level (municipalities in Spain). Source: Eurostat.
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The implementation of the CAP in Spain involved an important transfer of EU resources 
to the development and quality of life in the Spanish rural areas. The incorporation of a 
territorial dimension within the CAP has become quite important since the 2000s, with the 
creation of a fully-fledged European rural development policy which incorporated instruments 
to support the rural economy beyond the agricultural sector. The rural development policy has 
been implemented since the 2000s with co-financed programmes implemented mainly at the 
regional level by the Autonomous Communities.

Probably, the best example of Europeanisation of the Spanish rural areas in the last three 
decades is the development of the LEADER initiative, an EU instrument designed to stimulate 
endogenous local development via local cooperation among local actors. This bottom-up 
methodology has been internalised by actors and has become a key instrument in mobilising 
private actors. Despite the changes in the structural funds and the CAP, LEADER has become a 
success-story and has been reinforced in the last decades. While the EU legislation only required 
Member States to allocate 5% of the second pillar of the CAP to LEADER, Spain opted to double 
this amount to 10% as a rule since 2007. Today, the endogenous development potential of rural 
areas is ensured by more than 250 local action groups across the Spanish territory, which cover 
more than 12 million inhabitants in rural areas (European Commission, 2020).

Since the Spanish accession, an important debate has been taking place about the need to 
reinforce the territorial dimension of the CAP and guarantee a better consistency between the 
agricultural policy and the structural funds. Many actors called for an integration of the rural 
development actions within the broader framework of the regional policy; there have been also 
calls for a independent rural development policy (Moyano, 2020). 

However, the evolution has been the opposite: Since 2007, the non-agricultural actions 
and all the support to diversification and quality of life in rural areas (including the LEADER) 
became fully integrated under the second pillar of the CAP, combined with the support for areas 
under natural constraints, agro-environmental actions or support to investments in the farms. 
Furthermore, after 2023, all rural development actions are going to be integrated under the 
single CAP Strategic Plan.   

3. The CAP as a Driver of Institutional Change: Europeanising 
Territorial Interests or Territorialising the European Policy?

3.1. Europeanisation and Decentralisation
The Spanish accession  took place at the same time as the Autonomous Communities were 
building the regional agrarian administrations. Following the provisions of the article 148.1.7 
of the Constitution, “agriculture and livestock” were competences to be managed by the newly-
born regional administrations.

The integration of the Spanish agricultural policy into the CAP transformed the Autonomous 
Communities in the main managers of the subsidies and CAP regulations. While the central 
administration was kept as the recipient of EU funds, in charge of transferring payments to the 
regional administrations (the “paying agencies”), the two administrative levels established a 



Chapter 13. The Common Agricultural Policy and Spain 237

complex chain of credit transmission, from the European Commission to the farmer, based on 
the coordination between the administrations. 

The dual parallel process of “decentralisation” and “Europeanisation” of agricultural policy 
implied, as a main consequence, a direct link between the agrarian policies to be put in place 
by each regional administration and the implementation of some chapters of the CAP. In that 
context, a division of labour emerged, which has been consolidated up to the present, by 
which the design of the implementation of the first pillar of the CAP (direct payments and 
market measures) is common to the whole Spanish territory, while the second pillar (the rural 
development policy) is designed autonomously by each region, based on a previously agreed 
distribution of regional envelops. 

The second pillar of the CAP, organised until 2022 under regional rural development programmes, 
has emerged in practice as the main tool to finance the specific autonomous agrarian policies 
to foster the modernisation of the farming sector, its transition towards more environmentally 
friendly model and the non-agricultural actions in rural areas (mainly the LEADER). 

The role of the central administration in the agricultural domain became strongly reduced 
and focused on negotiating the CAP in Brussels, designing the implementation of the first pillar 
of the CAP, coordinating the second pillar among the Autonomous Communities, and managing 
some specific national-wide remaining areas, like agricultural social security, agricultural 
insurances and large irrigation projects.

This dual process of Europeanisation and decentralisation in farming policy also reinforced the 
regional farming associations. National farming associations in Spain have very decentralised 
structures and in some territorially contentious issues even lack a national-wide position. 

3.2. Inter-Governmental Cooperation and Change
This administrative process was to be completed at the political level by the work of the so-called 
Sectoral Conference on Agriculture, which periodically brings together the regional ministers of 
agriculture with the Minister of Agriculture. The “Conferencia Sectorial” on Agriculture has been 
established as the main intergovernmental body to distribute the EU funds among regions and 
agree on parameters in the implementation phase of each change in the EU legislation. 

At the same time, since the late 1990s, the Sectorial Conferences emerged as a platform 
where the national Minister of Agriculture debates the position of the Spanish government in 
the EU negotiations with the regional ministers (mainly, the monthly meetings of the Council 
of Ministers of Agriculture and Fisheries). Since 2005, this involvement of the Autonomous 
Communities in the EU negotiations was enlarged with the incorporation of regional 
representatives in the technical groups of the Council and the Spanish delegation to the Council 
of Ministers of Agriculture and Fisheries. A rotating model was agreed among the Autonomous 
Communities by which every six months, when changing the Council Presidency, a different 
region participates in the Council and takes the lead in informing all the other regions about the 
Brussels-based negotiations (Ramon, 2007). 

After three decades of CAP in Spain and the implementation of several important reforms, 
we can certainly say that a dynamic of inter-governmental cooperation among administrations 
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has been established. However, this cooperation is also strongly influenced by the political 
context and fluctuates depending on the balance of power and political parties co-existing in 
the different levels of government. 

Parallel to the process experienced in other strongly communitarised policies such as 
environmental policy (Börzel, 2002), we could say that the Europeanisation of agricultural policy 
has stimulated the cooperative dynamics between the Autonomous Communities themselves 
and between these and the State, with the common objective of improving the defence of 
existing interests. 

A different question concerns the result of this cooperation: as said in the previous section, 
both the negotiation positions and the implementing models in the different reforms have 
been characterised by a domestic political consensus in favour of stability. The consensus 
around the CAP has been possible as long as Spain managed to avoid dramatic decreases in 
the national financial envelope as well as guarantee an EU framework that allowed national 
decisions that minimised territorial and sectorial transfers. 

The evolution of the CAP in the last two decades, with growing flexibility and decision-making 
power at national level might have accentuated this trend: at the end of the day, a shift in 
responsibility from Brussels to the capitals makes any change of the status quo automatically 
less feasible. 

The two-level game approach consolidated in Spain seems to progressively resemble the 
inter-governmental dynamic at the EU level, in which the most plausible agreement corresponds 
to a common denominator usually close to the status quo and only strong leadership and 
external factors can lead to ambitious change.  

4. Spain in Front the New Challenges

The farming sector both in Spain and the EU is currently facing very important challenges in 
a rapidly changing economic and global context, which is very different from the world that 
30 years ago shaped the parameters presented in the previous sections. The current world is 
stimulating an evolution towards a CAP more open to new societal demands as well as more 
integrated with other public policies.

4.1. Better Functioning of the Food Chain
The Spanish farming sector, despite its positive economic results at macro level, is feeling 
increasingly contracted within the food value chain. Farmers face a gradually declining share 
of value added in the face of more rapid concentration in the downstream sectors. This trend 
further aggravates the already difficult situation of farmers due to the increase in input costs, 
which together lead to a "margin squeeze" for the farmers increasing their vulnerability, in 
particular in the more fragmented sectors vis-à-vis the large retail.

A growing consensus has emerged in the last years both in the EU and Spain based on the 
fact that, in a CAP which moved away from intervening in the markets, public authorities should 



Chapter 13. The Common Agricultural Policy and Spain 239

reinforce the existing regulatory frameworks to better organise the food value chain and protect 
primary producers. This was the purpose of the first Spanish “Food chain law” adopted in 2013. 

The Europeanisation of the policies in the food value chain has accelerated in the last decade, 
with the adoption of a directive against Unfair Trading Practices (UTPs) in 2020. This new legal 
EU framework aims to protect farmers and small and medium sized businesses with a ban of 16 
specific unfair trading practices. In 2021, when transposing this new directive, Spain reinforced 
existing national rules and incorporated more ambitious elements, such as the production costs 
as an element to be taken into account when fixing prices in future supply contracts. 

Other initiatives are also being launched both at the EU and national levels to stimulate 
producer cooperation (with financial incentives funded by the CAP), promote the establishment 
of interbranch organisations, better adapt the competition rules to the specific reality of the 
farming sector and enhance transparency along the food chain. 

4.2. The Transition towards Sustainable Food Systems
In the context of the European Green Deal (the EU green agenda for the next decade), the 
European Commission has recently launched an ambitious agenda to advance towards more 
sustainable food systems. This new agenda, under the label “Farm to Fork”, implies a new 
paradigm shift in agricultural policies, with a more holistic approach that integrates changes 
along the food chain. These changes imply an ambitious agenda related to producers, with 
specific long-term goals associated to production methods, like a 50% reduction of the use of 
pesticides. This agenda also fosters organic agriculture, with a target of 25% of the agricultural 
area to be reached by 2030. The new agenda involves a more proactive action towards changing 
consumer preferences (in favour of healthier and more sustainable products), changes in food 
labelling and strong action against food waste. 

This new emerging model is already seeing governance changes, with the emergence of 
new actors in the farming policy domain: The growth of cities organising food sovereignty, the 
emergence of urban farming or new business models connecting farmers and consumers are 
just some examples of a new emerging initiatives in a general context where the relationship 
between citizens and food is changing. This debate also has global implications since the 
transition towards a sustainable food system cannot be done in isolation. There are also calls 
to require the same EU production standards for imports from third countries.

Spanish agriculture will need to face this new phase by optimising its potential from the 
perspective of sustainability. There are some interesting trends that go into this direction. 
For example, the share of organic farming area in Spain already reached 9.3% of the total 
agricultural area in 2018 (EU-27 average 8.0%), which represents 17% of the organic farming 
surface in the EU. The share of organic area as well as the number of farmers show a positive 
trend. At the same time, organic consumption in Spain is growing at a very significant pace 
(EUR 46.5 per habitant in 2018, doubling 2015 figure of EUR 21.85). The large size and 
competitiveness of the Spanish fruit and vegetable sector should provide a solid basis to 
exploit the growing trends towards organic products and more plant-based food consumption 
(European Commission, 2020).
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4.3. The Social Challenges
Despite the important allocated funds, the problem of depopulation persists in Spain. New forms 
of mobilisation are emerging in some of the most depopulated provinces which try to express 
some discontent about an unfair treatment from the regional and national administrations. The 
awareness about the so-called “España vaciada” is increasing and has a more prominent role 
in the political agenda with general consensus across the political actors on the need to revert 
the depopulation trends and foster the economic and social development of the Spanish rural 
areas. This is a new dynamic which could have an influence in the future farming and rural 
development policies. 

However, the demographic challenge will require a large of set of policy tools, much beyond 
the rural and agricultural policies and even beyond the cohesion policy. In the context of the 
COVID-19 crisis, new approaches are emerging in the EU, which call for comprehensive and 
ambitious responses as well as the need to better integrate the territorial dimension when 
designing future EU policies (European Commission, 2021). 

The depopulation challenge in rural areas will need to be addressed with specific attention 
to women and young people. These social groups will require more ambitious and innovative 
tools if we want to cope successfully with the current territorial challenges. In that context, the 
new CAP after 2023 incorporates, for the first time, gender balance and the incorporation of 
women into farming under the policy objectives. In that context, Spain is playing a proactive 
role at the EU level in favour of rural women, by requesting further EU action and designing 
new innovative approaches to favour gender balance in the countryside. Also, the new CAP will 
foresee greater financial support to young farmers and the “new entrants” (new actors in the 
rural community without a farming background) which are now formally recognised and can 
have their own support. 

The future CAP will incorporate, for the first time in its history, a specific mechanism to 
guarantee that social and labour conditions are respected in the farms which benefit from 
the financial support of the CAP. This new requirement (so-called “social conditionality”) is 
particularly relevant in countries like Spain, with a high number of farm workers (in particular 
seasonal workers) and growing immigration working forces. This is also an important long-term 
step in favour of the legitimacy of the CAP. 

4.4. The Governance Challenge
The last challenge ahead, both in Spain and the CAP, concerns governance. Agricultural policy is 
no longer isolated from other policies and is no longer organised via corporatist policy networks 
between public administrations and farming communities. There is a growing social interest 
for agriculture beyond the farming community and expectations from consumers are also 
high. Considering this, new governance will progressively emerge at all levels where multiple 
stakeholders will need to play a growing role and where stronger interaction will need to be 
established with other policies. 

The new European political agenda of the Green Deal already goes in this direction with 
initiatives like the recent “Farm to Fork strategy” which fosters a systems approach to 
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policymaking related to food. At national and regional levels, we can expect growing pressures 
to better integrate the agricultural administrations with the environmental and climate 
administrations, and for a better and more constructive dialogue between farming community, 
environmental stakeholders and consumers. There is a clear need at all levels to build new 
bridges among these policy communities and reinforce rural-urban links. 

The future CAP 2023-2027, due to its implementation via a national strategic plan, can 
also be a catalyst of institutional challenge at national level, by stimulating further cooperation 
among different administrations. For the first time, all the funds (both first and second pillar) 
are to be programmed under a single programming strategic instrument, a dynamic which will 
force different actors to work together and search for synergies in the implementation of the 
funds. Also, the new paradigm shift, linked to the transition towards sustainable food systems 
or the emerging social and demographic challenges in the context of post-COVID reality, can 
easily have a disruptive effect and accelerate policy change.
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14 

The Europeanisation  
of Regional Policies
JAVIER BARAIBAR AND JAVIER ARREGUI 

1. Introduction

Traditionally, countries have used regional policies to overcome structural disparities among 
their regions. Spain, as one of such countries, started to implement regional policies in 
the early sixties. However, since 1986, Spanish regional policy has changed as a result of 
the accession to the European Union (EU). EU membership has been relevant for regional 
governments insofar as they have had the opportunity to participate in European networks 
that enable the sharing of interests, knowledge, and values. As Arregui (2020) argues, Spain 
is most likely the Member State (MS) where restructuration of the state has taken place both 
from “above” and “below”. This has been a consequence of both European integration and 
political decentralisation. Probably both processes have reinforced each other, and Spain’s EU 
membership has consolidated the role of Spanish Autonomous Communities (AC) in the policy-
making and implementation of policy areas as relevant as environment, agriculture or fishing 
policies (Arregui, 2020). In this chapter, we look at the extent to which EU (regional) policies 
have had a variable impact on the Spanish regions across time. Thus, the central aim of this 
chapter is to investigate the main inputs, processes, and mechanisms of Europeanisation as 
well as the outputs produced from 1986 to 2020. We also implement a comparative framework 
for evaluating the progress of convergence between regions within Spain and between Spain 
and a selected number of EU MS. 

The EU is a political actor with considerable economic, legal, and political implications for 
MS. The central idea of Europeanisation is the reshaping of politics in the domestic arena. 
This means that the process of Europeanisation acts as a plausible explanatory variable of 
possible changes, transformations, or processes of institutional adaptation. Thus, we define 
Europeanisation as the relationship that exists between this process and the processes 
of institutional and political transformation that are taking place in EU MS. The concept of 
Europeanisation attempts to explain both convergent and divergent processes of domestic 
change through engagement with the EU policies. It concerns not only the financial redistribution 
of EU policies, but also the redistribution of power and capacities between actors organised at 



244 Europeanisation of Public Policies in Spain: Opportunities and Challenges

different territorial levels. Therefore, when we look at the Europeanisation of regional policies, 
we refer not only to the Europeanisation of a given policy (in our case regional policy), but also 
to the Europeanisation of structures and patterns of governance (polity). 

An extensive literature has focused on the effects of structural funds on the Spanish 
economy (Fuente, 2003; Lima & Cardenete, 2008; Mesonada & Manteiga, 2020; Sosvilla-
Rivero & Herce, 2004). However, much less interest has been drawn so far regarding the 
impact of EU regional policy on the Spanish regional policies. Few studies have analysed  
the extent to which Spanish regional policies (and polities) have been Europeanised in 
detail (Bache & Jones, 2000; Borras et al., 1998; Casula, 2020). We do so and the added 
value of this chapter (regarding previous studies) is to get deeper within these processes 
by increasing the time span of study from 1986 to 2020, analysing the Europeanisation of 
Spanish regions at the polity level (i.e., patterns of governance and domestic institutional 
change) as well as the policy level (i.e., Spanish regional policies). Additionally, this chapter 
disentangles the main intervening inputs, processes and mechanisms that have shaped 
Spanish regional policies. Altogether, it demonstrates the impact of the EU process on  
all Spanish regions and the extent to which those regions have been able to take advantage from 
EU membership. 

In section 2, we elaborate on the analytical framework of the chapter: concept, mechanisms, 
and measurement of the Europeanisation of regional policy. Section 3 defines regional policy 
and describes the development of regional policy in Spain and the EU. The fourth part assesses 
in detail both Spanish and European Structural Funds expenditure in Spain in the last decades. 
In section 5, we start by investigating the operating mechanisms of Europeanisation of regional 
policies. Later, we analyse the Europeanisation of Spanish regions and a selected number of 
MS. Finally, in section 6 we conclude by summarising results, consider policy implications and 
discuss future avenues of research. 

2. Analytical Framework

2.1. Europeanisation of Regional Policies
In the last decades, has been discussed extensively. Many scholars referred to Europeanisation 
as the top-down impact of the EU on its MS  (Buller & Gamble, 2002; Bulmer & Radaelli, 2004; 
Héritier et al., 2001). Some considered Europeanisation as the horizontal transfer of concepts 
and policies between MS (Bomberg & Peterson, 2000; Burch & Gomez, 2003; Howell, 2003; 
Jordan et al., 2003), and Cowles et al. (2001) defined the concept “as the emergence and 
development at the European level of distinct structures of governance” (Ibid, p.3). 

The concept of Europeanisation we apply is “the reorientation or reshaping of politics in the 
domestic arena in ways that reflect policies, practices and preferences advanced through the 
EU system of governance” (Bache & Jordan, 2006, p. 253). This definition fits well with the EU 
regional policies as regional policy is not an inflexible policy imposed by the EU. It is rather a policy 
approved through the EU system of governance that depends on a series of procedural rules that 
are to be followed during the implementation of regional policy schemes: Regional Development 
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Plans (RDP), Community Support Frameworks (CSF) and Operational Programmes (OP). In 
fact, EU regional policy is embedded within a multilevel governance system. This multilevel 
governance considers the EU as a political structure that interrelates levels of governance 
where domestic actors (mainly national and regional actors) interact with European institutions 
(Hooghe & Marks, 2001). This provides further legitimacy to the EU integration process insofar 
as the system of governance integrates regions as key actors for the implementation of EU 
policies as well as for the allocation of some cohesion funds (Arregui, 2012).

One example of how multilevel governance operates in EU regional policies are the RDP, 
which are the initial documents elaborated by MS, in coordination with the regions, on the 
potential allocation of structural funds. They fed the CSF, which are the programming documents 
approved by the European Commission (EC) on the development strategy and the priorities to be 
jointly financed with Community resources. CSF are divided into priorities and are implemented 
by means of one or more OP. Thus, “the substantive content of the policy emerges only after 
the Commission has agreed with national and regional administrations in individual Member 
States on how EU funds are to be spent” (Bache & Jordan, 2006, p. 254). In section 5, we 
briefly assess how these procedures have changed across programming periods. 

We also pay attention to the process of Europeanisation as “the emergence and development 
at the European level of distinct structures of governance” (Cowles et al., 2001, p. 3). So far, 
we have delineated the domestic arena as the subject of Europeanisation, where the vector of 
influence runs from the European level to the domestic level. However, this second definition 
considers that Europeanisation is a two-way process. It entails a “top-down” dimension, but 
also a “bottom-up” one (Börzel, 2002). Therefore, in this chapter, Europeanisation of regional 
policies accounts both for the impact of policies, practices, and preferences from the EU 
system of governance on the domestic arena, as well as the evolution at the European level of 
new norms, rules, and practices.

2.2. Mechanisms of Europeanisation 
Mechanisms of Europeanisation can be divided according to their theoretical basis, i.e., 
rationalist or constructivist, and the type of process they induce, i.e., top-down or bottom-
up (Sepos, 2008). According to Sepos, “rationalist mechanisms are based on the notion of 
optimality, that is, actors follow a certain policy because they believe it would reap the greatest 
rewards, whereas constructivist mechanisms are based on the notion of appropriateness with 
actors following a certain policy because they perceive it to be appropriate in terms of their 
beliefs, ideas and norms” (Ibid, p. 3). In other words, in rationalist approaches actors aim to 
engage with others with a view to maximise their individual gain from strategic interactions 
(Rees et al., 2013). In constructivist ones, actors redefine their interests and identities 
through persuasion and social learning (Checkel, 1999, as quoted in Rees et al., 2013). Top-
down processes refer to those driven by the EU, while bottom-up processes are those driven 
by domestic actors. In our analysis, we will use both approaches to better understand the 
Europeanisation of regional policies. 

Several mechanisms may explain the Europeanisation processes. Drawing on 
institutionalism, Radaelli (2000) presented, among others, the mechanisms of mimetism 
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and normative pressures. Mimetism is defined as “the tendency to become alike”, and it can 
appear if “the countries adopting EU models provide a critical mass, the remaining countries 
can feel the force of attraction of the EU centre of gravity and join in” (Featherstone & 
Radaelli, 2003, p. 42). Normative pressures appear with the development of EU regulation, 
and the misfit between the domestic and European “ways of doing things”. Similarly, 
Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier (2005) identified “a rationalist external incentives model 
based on the logic of optimality […], which follows the strategy of reinforcement by reward 
[…], and a constructivist social learning model based on the notion of appropriateness” 
(Sepos, 2008, p. 5). These mechanisms may have a relevant explanatory power for the 
Europeanisation of regional policies. In section 5, we further elaborate on them while 
analysing the case of Spain.

2.3. Measuring the Europeanisation of Regional Policies 
Within the Europeanisation literature, different research strategies have been used, with a 
tendency to conduct descriptive single case studies. In fact, according to Franchino (2005), 
81% of empirical studies related to the EU published between 1994 and 2004 used the 
case study method. This also applied to the studies looking specifically at Europeanisation 
(Graziano & Vink, 2006). Research strategies based on quantitative methods have not been 
the preferred approach for investigating Europeanisation. This is partially due that the lack 
of relevant data and the absence of a collaborative effort from researchers to collect it 
(Ibid). In the last years, the amount of relevant available data has increased. Nevertheless, 
identifying the causal effect of the EU on the domestic arena has remained a difficult task. 

We analyse the Europeanisation of regional policies in Spain using a number of 
different research strategies. First, we conduct a single case study of Spain to study 
the Europeanisation of the Spanish governance, and then we use data in a novel way to 
assess the impact of the EU on regional policies. This includes the analysis of bottom-up 
processes of Europeanisation that have taken place. Lastly, we use a comparative approach 
to analyse the Europeanisation of Spanish regions and a selected group of EU MS. The next 
table shows the main inputs, processes, mechanisms, and outputs that intervened in the 
Europeanisation of regional policies at different levels (Table 14.1).1

1 In section 5, we develop these mechanisms, except for the evaluation culture’s Europeanisation, which is not 
addressed here for space constraints, and we consider that it has been less relevant for the Spanish case 
relative to the other processes.
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Table 14.1. Europeanisation of Regional Policies in Spain:  
Inputs, Processes, Mechanisms and Outputs

Level of Analysis Input Process Mechanism Output
Macro ESIF Principles: 

Programming and 
Partnership

Top-down Normative Pressures 
External Incentives

1) New Patterns of 
Governance 
 
2) New Institutions 
and Adaptation of 
Former Institutions 

Meso ERDF  
 

ESIF Principle: 
Additionality 

Top-down Mimetism  
 

Normative Pressures 
External Incentives 

Policy Learning

1) Adaptation of the 
ICF to the ERDF 
 
2) Matching Priorities 
Between ICF and 
European Structural 
Funds

Meso Access or Defend 
Funding Opportu-

nities

Bottom-up External Incentives 1) Establishment of 
Regional Agencies in 
Brussels

Meso ESIF Evaluation’s 
Requirement 
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3. The Relevance of Regional Policy in Spain and the European 
Union 

3.1. Regional Policy 
Regional policies correspond to an array of measures by which governments try to influence 
the geographical distribution of economic activity (Fuente & Vives, 1995). Traditionally, regional 
policies have been classified in two categories depending on their objectives. On the one hand, 
“regional development policies aim to promote growth of the poorer regions of a country”, 
addressing the territorial, social and economic imbalances that exist within a country. On 
the other hand, “regional adjustment policies have shorter run-aims, to help regions cope 
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with transitory difficulties arising, for example, from adverse sectorial shocks” (Ibid, p. 15). 
In addition, regional policies have been used to promote specific industries and sustain 
competitiveness in more prosperous regions.

The focus of this chapter is on regional development policies. These policies might be classified 
as distributive and/or redistributive policies (depending on the EU fund). Distributive policies refer 
to any EU policy that provides goods and services to the members (in our case) of a region to 
increase their productive and efficient capacity in the common market, while a redistributive policy 
implies the direct transfer of resources between social groups, for example from EU taxpayers to 
farmers. Most EU funds provide distributive rather than redistributive policies. More specifically, 
the EU holds five structural funds, and four of which are allocated at regional level: the European 
Regional Development Fund, the European Social Fund, the European Agricultural Fund for Rural 
Development and the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund.2

These funds reinforce the positions of EU regions within the EU policy-making. The 
development and implementation of EU regional policies illustrates the sort of processes that 
take place through the (hard) negotiations occurring between supranational actors and national 
and regional capacities and interests in order to distribute the mentioned EU funds across 
MS and regions. In fact, these actors frequently show unequal preferences that are a direct 
consequence of the heterogeneity of the political, ideological, institutional, or economic factors 
they hold and defend (Arregui, 2015). 

3.2. Development of Regional Policy in Spain 
The first examples of regional policy in Spain can be found in the sixties. From the 1960s to 
1975, the Spanish regime approved three Development Plans to foster Spanish economic growth 
using a sectoral approach (Cuadrado-Roura, 2011). The regional development issue was present 
in all Development Plans. For example, the law approving the first Development Plan defined 
the main regional policy goal “to increase the standard of living in regions or areas with low per 
capita income” (Ibid, p. 32). However, it presented many limitations, mostly related to the political 
context. The regime could not accept the existence of any “region” per se, because of its political 
implications. Hence, “the Central Administration was the true protagonist of what was known as 
the regional development policy” (Cuadrado-Roura, 2011, p. 29-30), and the policies undertaken 
in these years did not translate into a real regional policy. 

The main turning point in Spanish regional policy first happened with the 1978 Constitution, 
and then with the accession to the European Economic Community (EEC) in 1986. The 
Constitution brought a radical change in the power distribution and government structure in 
Spain (Cuadrado-Roura, 2011). It meant a change where the State lost weight at the central 
level in favour of the autonomous regions, which started the process for being considered as AC. 
It also meant the creation of the first proper regional policy: the Interterritorial Compensation Fund 

2 These are the European Structural Funds for the 5th programming period — last plan analysed in this chapter. 
In the 6th programming period, the European Social Fund is substituted by the European Social Fund +, and the 
European Maritime and Fisheries Fund by the European Maritime, Fisheries and Aquaculture Fund.
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(ICF). The ICF was introduced as an instrument to reduce disparities across regions, and whose 
main goal was to make the interregional solidarity principle effective (Correa & López, 2002).  

With the accession to the EEC, the Spanish regional policy started a gradual process 
of Europeanisation. Initially, the ICF served both to reduce regional disparities and as an 
instrument to finance the investment for the services transferred from the central government 
to regional governments (Cuadrado-Roura, 2011). Under this approach, all AC were recipients 
of this fund. However, in 1990, to harmonise with the European regional policy, the ICF focused 
exclusively on reducing regional disparities, and the only recipients were the AC with a GDP per 
capita lower than 75% of the EEC mean (Correa & López, 2002). In addition, the ICF was also 
Europeanised in the way expenditure was allocated —this process will be analysed in detail in 
section five. From 2001 onwards, the ICF was split into the existing Compensation Fund and a 
new one named Complementary Fund, whose objective was not only to finance the investment 
expenditure through the ICF, but also current expenditure related to it (Cuadrado-Roura, 2011). 

In the eighties, other regional policies were implemented. Before 1985, many different 
regional economic incentives were present in the Spanish economy. However, the accumulation 
of different figures, their limited transparency, and their low coordination led to their abandonment 
due to its low effectiveness (Cuadrado-Roura, 2011). In 1985, the regional economic incentives 
system was reorganised, creating three different types of recipient zones for funding: Economic 
Promotion Zones, Industrial Decline Zones, and the Special Zones (Correa & López, 2002). 
Some scholars also considered a third regional policy in Spain: the Teruel Fund. This fund only 
applied to the province of Teruel and was implemented to solve the internal disparities within 
Aragón, as the ICF could not be applied because the mean GDP per capita was higher than 75% 
of the EU mean (Ibid).

3.3. Development of Regional Policy in the European Union  
Concerns among regional disparities in the EU can be tracked back to the Treaty of Rome 
(1957). It established the goal to reduce the “disparities between the levels of development 
of the various regions” (Art. 158), in order to “promote […] a harmonious development of 
economic activities […], an accelerated raising of the standard of living and closer relations 
between the States belonging to it” (Art. 2) (Casula, 2020, p. 1). It introduced the European 
Social Fund (ESF) and the European Investment Bank (EIB). The former was created “in order to 
improve employment opportunities for workers and contribute to the raising of their standard of 
living”, while the latter was the unique financial instrument created to facilitate the funding of 
projects for less developed regions (Casula, 2020, p. 51). 

A few years later in 1962, the European Agricultural Guidance and Guarantee Fund (EAGGF) 
was established. The EAGGF was the main fund for financing the Common Agricultural Policy 
(CAP), which aimed to support farmers, improve agricultural productivity, ensure a stable supply 
of affordable food and develop rural areas. It had two sections, the EAGGF Guarantee section 
that received most of the funding and financed measures intending to regulate the agricultural 
market, and the EAGGF Guidance section that financed structural rural development measures 
(Correa & López, 2002). The latter was the second structural fund created by the EEC. In 
2007, the EAGGF Guarantee section was replaced by the European Agricultural Guarantee 
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Fund (EAGF), and the EAGGF Guidance section by the European Agricultural Fund for Rural 
Development (EAFRD).  

In 1975, the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) was implemented for correcting 
regional disparities across EU regions but had limited success in its first years. The creation of 
the third structural fund had as a main objective “to strengthen economic and social cohesion 
in the EEC by correcting imbalances between its regions” (Casula, 2020, p. 53). However, in 
the first decade, the results were very modest (Brunazzo, 2016). With the accession of Greece 
in 1981, and of Spain and Portugal in 1986, regional disparities became a top priority for the 
EEC. The lack of good results in regional policy led to the successive elaboration of reforms 
of the structural funds (Casula, 2020). The Single European Act of 1986 represented the shift 
in the political priorities and established the aim to reach economic and social cohesion within 
the community.

The reform of 1988 established the basic principles and objectives of the structural funds, 
that evolved in the different multiannual programmes. It consolidated four basic principles 
of the EEC structural funds: geographical concentration, programming, partnership, and 
additionality. The first principle aimed at targeting financial resources towards the least 
developed regions. The second established all the required actions by the MS to implement 
a specific development programme on a multiannual basis. The third required that the 
different levels of governance collaborate at all the different levels of policy implementation. 
The last one established that structural funds should be provided in addition to national 
funding, not substituting them. The reform also developed the Community Initiatives (CI), 
which allowed funding allocation managed solely by the EC for specific lines of action 
(Correa & López, 2002). 

In 1992, the EU aimed to consolidate the economic and social cohesion with the 
Cohesion Fund (CF), and two years later, it grouped the Community instruments for 
fisheries under the Financial Instrument for Fisheries Guidance (FIFG). The Maastricht Treaty 
(1992) planted the seeds for the establishment of the CF. The main aim of the CF was to 
support MS with a Gross National Income (GNI) per capita below 90% of the EU average to 
strengthen the economic, social, and territorial cohesion. It supported investments in the 
field of environment and trans-European networks in transport infrastructure. In 1994, the 
fifth structural fund was created to support the fisheries sector. It aimed to increase the 
competitiveness of the sector, while maintaining the balance between fishing capacities 
and available resources. In 2007, the FIFG was replaced by the European Fisheries Fund 
(EFF), which in the programming period 2014-2020, was replaced by the European Maritime 
and Fisheries Fund (EMFF). 

From a historical perspective, structural funds, also called European Structural and 
Investment Funds (ESIF), have been the financial tools set up by the EEC/EU to implement 
its regional policy. In the fifth programming period, they were composed by the ERDF, 
the CF, the ESF (Cohesion Policy), the EAFRD (Common Agricultural Policy) and the EMFF 
(Common Fisheries Policy). Additionally, other funds have also contributed to the regional 
development of the EU. In particular, the EAGF (Common Agricultural Policy), that still 
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represented in 2014-20 the highest share of the EU budget, as well as the Horizon Europe 
programme, or the Erasmus+. 

3.4. A Dynamic European Regional Policy 
EU regional policy is characterised by its dynamism. In the different programming periods, 
the objectives of EU regional policy have changed. In the first programming period, the 
main aim was to coordinate the existing funds in a limited set of priorities, establishing 
three regional objectives, three community-wide, and allocating resources to twelve CI. 
The eligibility criteria of regions depended on a set of variables related to the economic 
development, unemployment rate, industrial decline, and income from agricultural activities. 
The second plan amplified the objectives to seven, and introduced the CF, also creating the 
category “in transition” to support the exit of previously less developed regions. The main 
turning point came with the third plan, that reduced the objectives from seven to three and the 
CI to four, extending the category “in transition” to support the regions under the “phasing 
out” (Casula, 2020).

The fourth plan replaced the previous objectives by the Convergence Objective, the 
Regional Competitiveness and Employment Objective and the European Territorial Cooperation 
Objective. It also created the “phasing-in” category for regions that had a GDP per capita 
greater than 75% of the EU average. In the fifth programming period, Convergence regions 
were named “Less Developed Regions”, Competitiveness and Employment regions were 
called “More Developed Regions” and it created the category “In transition Regions”. The 
first include regions with GDP per capita lower than the 75% of the EU mean, the second 
includes those with GDP per capita above 90% of the EU mean and the third with GDP per 
capita between 75% and 90% of the EU mean.3 

4. Regional Policy Expenditure in Spain 

4.1. European Structural and Investment Funds
To assess the evolution of the ESIF spending in Spain, we use the Historic EU Payments – 
Regionalised and Modelled Dataset from the EC. This dataset provides the most complete 
historic picture available to date on the ESIF. It presents in a single source, regionalised, 
annual EU expenditure in current prices of the year the payments were made in all  
EU countries.4 

3 For a comprehensive evolution of the changes in the objectives of EU regional policy, see Casula (2020, pp. 56-59).

4 This dataset is the most complete set available since 1989, but it contains few caveats. First, it does not include 
payments from the ESF until the programming period 2000-2006. Second, it does not contain the payments 
from the Financial Instrument for Fisheries Guidance (FIFG). These are only included once it was replaced by the 
European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF) in the fifth programming period. Third, the expenditure data on the 
fifth programming period is only updated up to November 2018. Therefore, it cannot be interpreted as the whole 
expenditure for the 2014-20 period. Another minor issue is that financial data from Interreg programmes (ERDF) 
is not included in the dataset. 
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Table 14.2. ESIF Expenditure from 1989 to 2020 in Spain

Autonomous Community ESIF Expenditure  
in Billions

Percentage from 
the Total 

Expenditure

Cumulative  
Percentage

Andalucía 35.36 24.14 24.14

Galicia 15.09 10.3 34.44

Castilla y León 13.15 8.98 43.42

Comunidad Valenciana 12.66 8.64 52.06

Castilla-La Mancha 11.18 7.63 59.69

Cataluña 9.89 6.75 66.44

Extremadura 9.33 6.37 72.81

Canarias 7.17 4.89 77.7

Comunidad de Madrid 6.14 4.19 81.89

Principado de Asturias 5.99 4.09 85.98

Región de Murcia 5.19 3.54 89.52

Aragón 4.57 3.12 92.64

País Vasco 3.55 2.43 95.07

Cantabria 2.46 1.68 96.75

Islas Baleares 1.19 0.81 97.56

Ciudad Autónoma de Ceuta 1.14 0.78 98.34

Comunidad Foral de Navarra 0.98 0.67 99.01

Ciudad Autónoma de Melilla 0.79 0.54 99.55

La Rioja 0.67 0.46 100

Own Elaboration. Data: European Commission

From 1989 to 2020, Spain was the country that spent most structural funds from the EU, 
with some regions spending dramatically more than others. Among its AC, Andalucía had the 
highest expenditure, allocating more than €35 billion from 1989 to 2020 (Table 14.2).5 This 
figure was more than double the amount allocated by Galicia, the AC that spent the second 
most (Figure 14.1). In relative terms, the three AC that spent the most EU funding, accounted for 
more than 40% of the total expenditure in the five programming periods (Andalucía, Galicia, and 
Castilla y León) (Table 14.2). The lagging regions received more funding during the successive 
programming periods (Figures 14.1 & 14.5). This evidence is in line with the concentration 
principle, aimed at focusing resources on less developed regions. 

5 These numbers are in absolute terms, we do not control for the relative size of the economy or the population.
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Figure 14.1. ESIF Expenditure by Autonomous Community and Programming Period 
Expenditure in current prices (billions)

Own Elaboration. Data: European Commission

The funding increased in each programming period until the 2008 economic crisis, 
relying mainly on the ERDF (Figures 14.2a, 14.2b). The total expenditure in Spain evolved 
from €7 billion in the first programming period to more than €57 billion in the third one 
and decreased to €42 billion in the fourth period (Figure 14.2a). In the first plan, more 
than 98% of the funding was allocated through the ERDF, while the other funds acquired 
more relevance in the subsequent plans (Figure 14.2b). Since the establishment of the 
CF, it played a relevant role in regional policy, evolving from 29% of the total expenditure 
in the second plan, to 8% in the fourth one. Spain was not eligible for its funding in the 
last one. EAFRD, formerly named EAGGF-Guidance, represented a very low share in the 
first plan (1.6%), and acquired more relevance throughout the years, as the importance of 
rural development increased. Moreover, the ESF always represented a high share of the 
structural funds in Spain.6

6 The amounts and shares in the first two programming periods must be interpreted with caution as the ESF 
was still not introduced in the dataset. Also, the last programming period cannot be interpreted as the whole 
expenditure for the 2014-2020 period. In addition, ESF expenditure in the last programming period integrates 
both the ESF, as well as the Youth Employment Initiative (YEI) and the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived 
(FEAD). This is done because in the sixth programming, ESF+ is composed by the former ESF, YEI, FEAD and the 
EU Programme for Employment and Social Innovation (EaSI), as well.
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Figure 14.2a. Total Expenditure by  
Programming Period and Type of Fund
Expenditure in current prices (billions)

Figure 14.2b. Percentage from  
Total Expenditure by Type of Fund
Percentages drawn from expenditure in 
current prices

Own Elaboration. Data: European Commission

4.2. Interterritorial Compensation Fund
The ICF also benefitted some AC more than others. Since 1990, the only eligible AC for the ICF 
were those that had a GDP per capita lower than 75% of the EEC mean (Correa & López, 2002). 
As for the European Structural Funds, Andalucía was the AC that received more funding, allocating 
more than €9 billion, and spending almost 40% of the total expenditure from 1990 to 2020 (Table 
14.3). The three AC that received the most funding (Andalucía, Galicia and Castilla-La Mancha), 
accounted for more than 60% of the whole expenditure, while less than 2% was allocated to less 
populated autonomous cities (Ceuta and Melilla) and relatively more developed AC (Cantabria).
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Table 14.3. ICF Expenditure from 1990 to 2020

Autonomous 
Community

ICF Expenditure  
in Billions

Percentage from  
the Total  

Expenditure

Cumulative  
Percentage

Andalucía 9.54 38.39 38.39

Galicia 3.8 15.29 53.68

Castilla-La Mancha 2.01 8.09 61.77

Comunidad Valenciana 1.98 7.97 69.74

Extremadura 1.86 7.48 77.22

Castilla y León 1.68 6.76 83.98

Canarias 1.64 6.6 90.58

Murcia 1.03 4.14 94.72

Principado de Asturias 0.86 3.46 98.18

Cantabria 0.21 0.85 99.03

Ciudad Autónoma de 
Ceuta

0.12 0.48 99.51

Ciudad Autónoma de 
Melilla

0.12 0.48 100

Own Elaboration. Data: Ministerio de Hacienda y Función Pública

The economic crisis of 2008 represented the main turning point in the amount of funding 
allocated through the ICF. The expenditure increased in all the AC from 1990 to 2010, halving in 
the majority of the AC in the successive years. The expenditure’s pattern was similar in all AC, 
regardless of the amount of funding spent (Figure 14.3). The regions that spent more funding 
(Andalucía, Galicia and Castilla-La Mancha), and those that spent less (Cantabria, Ceuta and 
Melilla), evolved similarly in the last decades, reducing dramatically the amount allocated from 
2009/2010. The same trend can be seen in the other regions. 
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Figure 14.3. Yearly Evolution of ICF Expenditure by Autonomous Community
Expenditure in current prices (millions)

Own Elaboration. Data: Ministerio de Hacienda y Función Pública

5. Europeanisation of Regional Policy and Polity, and of 
Autonomous Communities and Countries

5.1. Europeanisation of the Spanish Polity 
Programming and partnership principles were the principal inputs in the Europeanisation of the 
Spanish polity. Programming was the process implemented on a multiannual basis between 
the EU and the MS to attain the priority objectives of each programming period (Casula, 2020). 
It included all actions made by MS and the EC in order to implement the structural funds, 
i.e., approval, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of the funds. The procedures and 
the duration of each programming period changed in the different plans, but the underlying 
principle was not altered. For example, the procedures of the first plan included RDP, CSF 
and OP, while the last one was composed by a Common Strategic Framework, Partnership 
Agreements and OP.7 

With the partnership principle, for the first time EU regional policy was not only a policy for 
the regions, but also by the regions (Nanetti, 1996). Since the 1988 reform, the main objective 
of the principle was to “make regional policy more effective by involving formally the local and 
regional (sub-central) actors most familiar with the problems and priorities of targeted regions” 
(Bache & Jones, 2000, p. 1). The principle required that “all the different levels of governance 
collaborate in all the phases of the policy implementation, covering the preparation, financing, 

7 For a comprehensive evolution of the changes in the procedures, see Casula (2020, pp. 60-63).
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monitoring and assessment of operations” (Casula, 2020, p. 63). In the second multiannual 
plan, it added a “horizontal dimension”, beyond the “vertical one”, including socio-economic 
actors and the private sector in the different phases. In the third one, the “horizontal dimension” 
was expanded including actors like environmental partners and gender equity organisations, 
and the next ones aimed to include partners representing civil society and non-governmental 
organisations (Casula, 2020). 

External incentives, together with normative pressures, were the main transformation 
mechanisms of the Spanish polity, with a top-down process of Europeanisation. To secure the 
highest amount of EU funding, polity adaptation took place to respond to normative pressures 
and external incentives. These mechanisms induced new patterns of governance, as well as the 
creation of new institutions, for the management, programming, implementation, and evaluation 
of the structural funds. In several EU countries, the cost of losing EU funding and a certain 
competition for EU funding motivated the appearance of new patterns of governance (Benz 
& Eberleien, 1999) and new institutions. Indeed, EU funding was only disbursed if regional 
and national actors agreed on viable plans. Particularly, the EC determined whether a region 
was eligible, but “the amounts of grants to individual regions depended on the quality of 
programmes and the effectiveness of co-ordination” (Ibid, p. 338). 

Consequently, new patterns of governance appeared in the Spanish polity, with the central 
administration keeping control of the funding process. Since the introduction of the partnership 
principle, the collaboration between regions and the Spanish government intensified, mostly in 
the elaboration of the RDP, that fed the CSF discussed with the EC (Bache & Jones, 2000). In 
the first two programming periods, regional entities were mostly involved in the administration 
of the funds, managing around 33.8% of the ERDF funding in both the 1989-93 and 1994-
99 funding periods (Bache & Jones, 2000). However, the participation of regions in the 
negotiation of CSF with the EC was restricted, with the regions generally being excluded 
from the final decision-making (Jones, 1998, as quoted in Bache & Jones, 2000). Therefore, 
“during the first years of EC membership, regional participation in the structural funds was 
limited in Spain, and central administration retained full control of the funding process” 
(Bache & Jones, 2000, p. 8). 

Institutions were adapted and created in response to normative pressures and external 
incentives. Since 1989, the Dirección General de Fondos Comunitarios y Financiación Territorial 
acted as Planning Directorate and was responsible for the coordination of the CSF and the OP. 
It was composed of seven sub-Directorates, among them, the Subdirección General de Gestión 
del Fondo Europeo de Desarrollo Regional, which was designed to be a payment authority for OP 
(Casula, 2020). The Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs was responsible for the ESF, and the 
Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food for the EAGGF and the FIFG. Also, the Directorate for 
Structural Fund Management was created as an intermediate organism between the Planning 
Directorate and the Managing Units. In addition, several regional OP were directly managed 
by Regional Development Agencies (RDA), which were considered as Intermediary Bodies (IB) 
(Casula, 2020). 

In the next programming periods, new institutions were created, and vertical integration 
between the different governance levels was improved. The reform of 1999 required the 
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presence of a Management Authority (MA) for the management of the structural funds. 
Spain created a unique MA for each fund that had to coordinate the management of all 
the national and sub-national OP. This was the result of a negotiation with the regions 
that aimed to manage the funds. However, negotiations established that “the managing 
authority was not the region, but still a central authority in Madrid, with the regions having 
joint responsibility” (Casula, 2020, p. 211). In the third plan, vertical partnership improved 
with the creation of a single CSF that was almost fully regionalised (Morata, 2004, as 
quoted in Casula, 2020). In addition, the Spanish governance system did not change in the 
third and fourth programming periods. It remained composed of three actors: the MA, the 
IB and the Final Beneficiaries. The IB included the AC, the RDA and the Local Authorities 
(Casula, 2020).

In sum, there has been a clear Europeanisation of the Spanish polity in the last 
decades, but central government has maintained autonomy concerning key decisions on 
the allocation of the funds. Spanish polity was Europeanised through a top-down process 
with new patterns of governance, the adaptation of former institutions and the creation of 
new ones. However, the development of institutional capacities, such as the creation of 
regional agencies, should be distinguished from the institutional capability, i.e., the ability 
of institutions to carry out the functions assigned to them (Graziano & Vink, 2006). Indeed, 
while Spain embraced multi-level governance in regional policy, with the involvement of 
local, regional, national, and European actors to secure the maximum amount of EU funding, 
the central government remained an essential mediator between the EU and the regions in 
the allocation of structural funds. 

5.2. Europeanisation of the Spanish Regional Policy 
The Europeanisation of Spanish regional policy started with the harmonisation of the ICF with 
the ERDF. At the beginning, ICF was used for both providing additional resources of similar 
quantities to all AC and reducing regional disparities (Correa & López, 2002). With the reform 
of 1988, the need to coordinate the national policy with European policy was identified (Borras 
et al., 1998). Mimetism acted as a main mechanism, and through a top-down process of 
Europeanisation the ICF stopped providing additional similar resources to all AC and only 
focused on its compensatory character. From 1990, the only AC eligible for the ICF were those 
that had a GDP per capita lower than 75% of the EEC mean, such as regions classifying as 
Objective 1 in EU regional policy (Correa & López, 2002). 

We argue that the process of Europeanisation also had an impact on the allocation of the 
funds. To test this hypothesis, with data from the Ministerio de Hacienda y Función Pública, 
we constructed a dataset that regroups all the payments made to the different Consejerías 
in each AC with the ICF, from 2008 to 2020. The dataset is disaggregated by Consejerías 
(regional ministries of AC), which is a good proxy for knowing in which area the funds have been 
spent. However, AC changed the Consejerías involved in regional funding expenditure across 
years, making it difficult to follow how expenditure evolved. Therefore, we regrouped all the 
payments made into four broad categories: Economy, Firms and Innovation; Environment and 
Infrastructure; Social Policy and Other. The ICF is administered yearly, hence, to compare it with 
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the European Structural Funds, we regrouped it by programming period (2008-13 and 2014-
20), and we calculated the mean percentage of expenditure in each field in both programming 
periods. In this way, we aim to assess whether there is a good fit between the allocation 
priorities of national and European structural policy. 

The main input in the Europeanisation of the ICF was the additionality principle. This principle 
established that contributions from the European Structural Funds must not replace public or 
equivalent structural expenditure by MS in the regions concerned by European funding. The 
Partnership Agreement set out ex-ante the level of expenditure that MS had to maintain during 
the programming period, and the EC verified the compliance with the principle at the mid-term 
and at the end of the programming period. In the first plan, the co-funding of the national 
government amounted to 50% for the areas with a GNI above 90% of the EEC average and 
around 25% for the rest (Casula, 2020).8 

Three main mechanisms contributed to the transformation of the ICF, through a top-down 
process of Europeanisation. Normative pressures and external incentives were the main drivers 
in the Europeanisation of the ICF. MS aimed to maximise the amount of funds received from 
the EU. To do so, they had to present matching funds with their national policy. As Bache 
and Jordan (2006) have put it: “Member states cannot access European funding unless they 
provide matching funds from domestic sources” (Ibid, p. 250). MS were free to decide from 
where to take these funds, but an obvious strategy was to “couple” ERDF with the domestic 
regional funds (Bache & Jordan, 2006). In addition to the external incentives and normative 
pressures, policy learning also explained part of the Europeanisation of the ICF. After a process 
of collaboration between the MS and the EU, the former ones might internalise EU norms and 
values, identifying themselves with its priorities. As a consequence, areas like environmental 
or social policy were potentially internalised at the domestic level by MS and had an impact on 
the allocation of the funds.     

Indeed, in the last two programming periods, the allocation of the ICF’s expenditure 
matched the EU priorities in the majority of AC. Environment and Infrastructure represented 
the largest share of expenditure of the ICF both from 2008 to 2013, as well as from 
2014 to 2020 (Figure 14.4). Social policy also played a relevant role in many AC, while 
presenting a lower share than the Environment and Infrastructure expenditure. The more 
developed regions that still benefitted from the ICF (Principado de Asturias, Cantabria, 
Comunidad Valenciana and Galicia), presented the highest shares of expenditure in the 
Environment and Infrastructure area. On the other hand, the less developed regions 
(Andalucía and Extremadura), devoted a rising share of their expenditure to the Economy, 
Firms and Innovation area, mostly related to economic growth expenditure. This probably 
reflects the fact that they still have to catch up with the other regions. In addition, Ceuta, 
also one of the less developed regions, did not allocate any expenditure to the Environment 
and Infrastructure area in the last programming period. 

8 Over the programming periods, the technical characteristics changed. For a complete evolution of the changes, 
see Casula (2020, pp. 68-69). 
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Figure 14.4. Allocation of ICF in the Last Two Programming Periods 
Percentages drawn from expenditure in current prices

Own Elaboration. Data: Ministerio de Hacienda y Función Pública

In sum, Spanish regional policy has been Europeanised in two ways. First, by being 
harmonised with the ERDF, and second, by directing its funding to similar priorities of the 
European Structural Funds. A top-down process of Europeanisation took place, first through 
mimetism, adopting the structure of the ERDF, and second, through external incentives, 
normative pressures and policy learning mechanisms, allocating national funding to areas that 
were relevant to the EU policy making. 

5.3. A Bottom-Up Process of Europeanisation in the Spanish Polity 
Spanish polity was also Europeanised through a bottom-up process. Regions saw the European 
arena as an opportunity for improving their funding, through the establishment of regional offices in 
Brussels. The main input was the “interest to influence EU policy with the prospect of accessing or 
defending funding opportunities” (Kölling, 2015, p. 24). As Featherstone and Radaelli (2003) have 
put it: “these groups quickly realised that, if they could influence and shape the agenda rather than 
reacting to it or simply seeking early warning of new developments, then the opportunity arose for 
them to shape policy so that it suited their ends rather than those of others” (Ibid, p. 124). 

External incentives were the main mechanism for the bottom-up process of Europeanisation. 
Regional governments believed that the cost of implementing offices at the European level was 
lower than the benefit from defending or accessing new funding opportunities. Through a bottom-
up process of Europeanisation, the European arena saw the emergence and development of 
distinct structures of governance. Hence, regions set up offices in Brussels that had full time 
representatives acting as a “listening post” for regional governments, and carried out lobbying 
activities (Featherstone & Radaelli, 2003). 
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Consequently, the number of offices from regional governments increased during the nineties. 
In 1985, only 6 regions had offices in the capital, while by 2000 this number increased to over 
160, “covering all subnational systems within the EU” (John, 2001, as quoted in Featherstone 
& Radaelli, 2003, p. 124). The United Kingdom had the largest number of offices (26), followed 
by Germany (21), and Spain (19) (Featherstone & Radaelli, 2003). In the Spanish case, the 
“window of opportunity” offered by the European Structural Funds was employed by all the AC, 
not only those with a strong regional identity (Morata & Popartan, 2008, as quoted in Kölling, 
2015). In addition, in 1994 the European Committee of the Regions was set up to involve to a 
greater extent local and regional governments in EU policy making.

5.4. Europeanisation of Autonomous Communities and Countries at 
the Macro Level  
Comparative Case: Autonomous Communities

We aim to measure the Europeanisation of the AC at the macro level. Our motivation here is 
not to analyse the effectiveness of the European Structural Funds since it is difficult to isolate 
the impact of the structural funds from other variables (globalisation or technological change). 
Rather, our main goal is to analyse the extent to which the Spanish AC have been Europeanised 
looking at aggregate data. 

One way to measure this is by employing the economic output per capita of the regions 
at a certain moment, relative to the EU mean in the same moment, at different years. To 
do so, using data from INE and Eurostat, we calculate at three different moments the GDP 
per capita in current prices relative to the EU mean (1995, 2004 and 2019).9 In 1995 and 
2004, the EU average is computed with EU-15 countries, while in 2019 it is calculated with 
EU-28 countries.

9 We use current prices because data is available from 1995 to 2019. However, the eligibility criteria of regions 
for EU structural funding are done according to GDP per capita in Purchasing Power Standards (PPS), which 
eliminates differences in price levels between countries. For the Spanish case, GDP per capita in PPS is higher 
than in current prices. Hence, percentages in current prices for Spain, here, are slightly lower than in PPS.
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Figure 14.5. GDP per Capita Relative to the EU Mean by Autonomous Community 
Percentages drawn from GDP per capita at current prices

Own Elaboration. Data: Eurostat and INE

Some AC have been more Europeanised than others at the macro level. In this case 
we look at the evolution of AC relative to the EU mean GDP per capita. As Figure 14.5 
indicates, the majority of AC were closer to the EU mean in 2019 than in 1995. However, 
the development of AC is rather different. In this way, the AC that showed the highest levels 
of development in 1995 (Comunidad de Madrid, País Vasco, Comunidad Foral de Navarra, 
Cataluña and Islas Baleares), were close or above the EU mean in 2019, except for the 
Islas Baleares. On the other hand, the AC that had the lowest levels of development in 1995 
(Andalucía and Extremadura), were the regions further away from the EU average in 2019, 
together with Melilla. In between, some regions did quickly catch up (Aragón, La Rioja and 
Galicia), evolving from 64%, 69% and 49% in 1995, to 89%, 88% and 74% of the EU mean in 
2019, respectively. Others stagnated in their levels of development relative to the EU (Ceuta 
and Canarias).

However, part of the Europeanisation of AC according to macro level data has been explained 
by the so-called “statistical effect”. In 2004, ten new countries with lower levels of economic 
development accessed the EU (Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Malta, Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia). Thus, the EU mean GDP per capita decreased, and 
consequently, Spanish AC converged to the EU average. Indeed, if we compute the EU GDP per 
capita in 2019 taking only EU-15 countries into account, we find lower levels of Europeanisation 
at the macro level for all the AC (Figure 14.6).
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Figure 14.6. GDP per Capita Relative to the EU15 Mean by Autonomous Community 
Percentages drawn from GDP per capita at current prices

Own Elaboration. Data: Eurostat and INE

After computing the distance of the AC to the EU mean always using EU-15 countries, we 
see that in 2019, no AC had a GDP per capita higher than the EU average. From 1995 to 2004, 
there was a clear process of Europeanisation of the Spanish AC, with all of them closing the gap 
with the EU average at different rates (as already seen in Figure 14.5). However, from 2004 to 
2019, few AC closed the gap to the EU average (Comunidad de Madrid, País Vasco, Aragón or 
Galicia), and the majority of the AC were further away from the EU mean in 2019 than in 2004 
(11 AC out of 19).

Beyond the “statistical effect”, several factors can explain the difference in the macro 
performance of AC. Referring to the recent literature, Fratesi and Wishlade (2017) state that 
the factors that explain “when, where and how” cohesion policy is effective are related to 
the quality of government, the absorptive capacity of regions (measured by the presence of 
human capital and good institutions), and the presence of territorial capital in the regions. 
However, the effectiveness of cohesion policy does not explain the whole variation across AC, 
as there are also differences in other micro and meso factors between AC. Nevertheless, the 
factors stated by Fratesi and Wishlade (2017) are likely also the relevant ones for explaining 
the differences at the macro level. Indeed, the economics literature has consistently found a 
positive correlation between good governance, human capital, private capital, and economic 
growth. Along these meso factors, other micro ones can be relevant, such as entrepreneurial 
spirit, and other patterns of behavior.

Overall, there has been a bottom-up and top-down process of Europeanisation at the macro 
level, with some AC being more Europeanised than others. The most developed AC reached and 
surpassed the average EU GDP per capita in 2019, but the majority were still far away from the 
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EU mean. The relative position of those that were better-off and worse-off in 1995 and 2019 has 
not changed, while in between some AC have caught up at different rates. Furthermore, when only 
focusing on EU-15 countries, no AC had a GDP per capita higher than the EU average in 2019.

Comparative Case: Spain, Ireland, Italy and Greece 

Following the former methodology, using data from Eurostat, we also measure the 
Europeanisation at the macro level of several MS. From 1995 to 2019, the Europeanisation 
at the macro level of Ireland, Italy, Spain and Greece did not follow a similar path. Ireland 
grew at high rates in the last decades, evolving from being below the EU GDP per capita mean 
in 1995 (77%), to more than twice the mean in 2019 (225%) (Figure 14.7). In 1995, it had a 
GDP per capita relative to the EU mean lower than the Italian one (77% vs 83%), while more 
than twenty years later, it was far away from it (225% vs 93%). In 2004, Italy was closer to 
the EU average than in 1995, but it grew poorly relative to the EU mean from 2004 to 2019. 
Spain closed the gap to the EU mean in 2004 and 2019 (74% and 82%, respectively). Finally, 
Greece contracted during these years, being closer to the EU mean in 2004 than in 2019 
(65% vs 53%, respectively).

Figure 14.7. GDP per Capita Relative to the EU Mean by Country 
Percentages drawn from GDP per capita at current prices

Own Elaboration. Data: Eurostat

The plotted figure is in current prices, which is great for assessing the evolution from 1995 
to 2019 by country, but not very meaningful for cross-country comparisons because of the 
differences in price levels across countries. To face this issue, we use GDP per capita in 
PPS since it eliminates differences in price levels between countries, thus allowing for more 
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appropriate comparisons.10 Starting from 2009, we can plot the cross-country comparison 
of the GDP per capita relative to the EU mean by country, to have a better sense of the 
Europeanisation at the macro level between Spain, Italy, Greece and Ireland.

Figure 14.8. GDP per Capita in Purchasing Power Standards (PPS) 
Expressed with respect to the EU27 average = 100

Own Elaboration. Data: Eurostat

From 2009 to 2020, three groups of countries emerge. First, Ireland, which grew at high rates, 
evolving from a GDP per capita relative to the EU mean of 130% in 2009, to 211% in 2020 (Figure 
14.8). Second, Spain and Italy, that followed a similar negative trend, decreasing from 101% and 
108% in 2009, to 86% and 94% in 2020, respectively. Finally, Greece that lost more than thirty 
percentage points of GDP per capita relative to the EU mean, decreased from 95% to 64%.

The relative performance of Spain, Ireland, Greece and Italy at the macro level depended 
also on a number of factors. These factors were similar to those previously mentioned such as 
good governance, human capital, private capital and entrepreneurial spirit, among others, which 
correlate positively with economic growth. In addition, the absorptive capacity of countries was 
key for making out the most from the structural funds. According to the Commission’s annual 
reports, Ireland consistently reported the highest absorptive capacity from the four original 
Cohesion countries (i.e., Greece, Spain, Portugal, and Ireland) (Sepos, 2008).11 

In sum, some of the traditional Cohesion Countries have reached the EU GDP per capita 
mean, while others have not. Through top-down and bottom-up processes, Ireland appears to 

10 GDP per capita in PPS eliminates differences in price levels between countries. Hence, for Spain, Italy and 
Greece GDP per capita in PPS is higher than GDP per capita in current prices, while for Ireland it is lower.

11 It is also important to note here that concerns have been raised about the distortions that affect the measure of 
GDP per capita in Ireland complicating international comparisons (Honohan, 2021).
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be the most efficient Cohesion MS in using EU cohesion policies. Italy and Spain were both 
closer to the EU mean in 2019 than in 1995, but in the last years this process has started to 
slow down in both MS. Finally, Greece was closer to the EU mean in 2004 than in 2019, hence, 
clearly representing a reverse process of what EU regional policies are supposed to be.  

6. Conclusion and Discussion  

In this chapter, we first discussed the concept, mechanisms and measurement of the 
Europeanisation of regional policies. Later, we elaborated on the development of these policies 
in Spain and the EU and assessed the allocation of structural regional expenditure in Spain 
from 1989 to 2020. The results indicated that most funding was concentrated in few AC, as 
expected by the concentration principle and the harmonisation between the ICF and the ERDF. 
We also concluded that the European Structural Funds increased up to the third programming 
period, and that the ICF followed the same trend, decreasing from 2009/2010. In addition, 
ERDF was the most widely used European Structural Fund in the different programming periods, 
with the others acquiring more relevance in the last plans.

We have also demonstrated the extent to which Spanish regions have been Europeanised. 
First, we showed that regional polities were Europeanised through top-down processes, 
responding to normative pressures and external incentives. Spain adopted new governance 
patterns with greater involvement of the regions, adapted former institutions and created new 
ones for the management, programming, implementation and evaluation of European Structural 
Funds. Second, we showed that regional policies were also Europeanised through top-down 
processes. For example, Spain harmonised the ICF with the ERDF through mimetism, and it also 
directed its funding to similar priorities of the European Structural Funds in the majority of AC 
via external incentives, normative pressures and policy learning. The chapter has also showed 
that bottom-up processes have been relevant in order to be able to capture funds from the EU 
and to adapt to the funding via external incentives provided by the EC. 

Furthermore, our analysis has demonstrated how some AC have developed and used 
cohesion funds better than others. Indeed, in 2019 the most developed AC reached and 
surpassed the average EU GDP per capita, while the majority of AC were still far away from 
the EU mean. When only focusing on EU-15 countries, no AC had a GDP per capita higher 
than the EU average. In a comparative exercise between countries, we also showed that in the 
last decades, Ireland appears to be the MS who has been using EU cohesion funds in a more 
efficient way, while the opposite occurred in Greece. Spain and Italy were closer to the EU mean 
in 2019 than in 1995, but in the last decade they both started to slow down their efficiency in 
these policies. We included factors such as good governance, human capital, private capital, 
absorptive capacity and entrepreneurial spirit in order to explain the difference in the macro 
performance of AC and countries.

From a policy perspective, the allocation of regional funding (i.e. inputs for the AC and 
countries, and the output at the macro level) has policy implications. In the Spanish case, 
some AC received more funding than others, and still performed worse at the macro level. For 
example, Andalucía and Galicia both received the most funding from the European Structural 
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Funds from 1989 to 2020 (€35 and €15 billion, respectively), and also from the ICF from 1990 
to 2020 (€9 and €4 billion, respectively). However, these two AC showed a clear different macro 
performance. In 1995, Andalucía and Galicia had a GDP per capita relative to the EU mean at 
current prices equivalent to 45% and 49% (+ 4%), while in 2019 it was equivalent to 61% and 
74%, respectively (+ 13%), meaning that Galicia clearly had a better convergence. Thus, while 
EU regional policies have been a channel for further development, the level of efficiency shows 
important gaps between Spanish regions. 

For efficient policy making, it is key to understand which inputs have driven this difference. 
This difference might result from different fund management but also from other micro and 
meso factors such as good governance, human capital, private capital, entrepreneurial spirit 
and other observable, and non-observable, characteristics of AC. Further research is needed 
in order to explain the circumstances under which regional policies are more effective both 
between and within MS. 
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The Europeanisation of Spanish Public 
Policies: New Patterns of Governance?

JAVIER ARREGUI 

1. Europeanisation of Policies in Spain 

In order to systematically analyse the impact of the EU on Member States, the literature has 
traditionally divided this impact into three different levels: politics, polity and policies. While 
previous research on the Europeanisation of the Spanish polity (Arregui, 2007, 2020; Closa, 
2001; Closa & Heywood, 2004; Morata, 2013; Morata & Mateo, 2007) and the Europeanisation 
of Spanish politics (Martin & Liñan, 2002; Mayoral & Torres, 2018; Palau & Chaqués, 2012; 
Torreblanca, 2001)  exists, the study of the impact of the EU on Spanish public policies has not 
been object of effective and/or systematic study so far. Thus, the main purpose of this volume 
was to analyse the Europeanisation of Spanish public policies over the last four decades, 
identifying the main mechanisms that drive policy change and to uncover the inputs, processes 
and outputs that have helped configure new patterns of governance in Spain. Within a broad 
framework, policy change was applied as our dependent variable while the Europeanisation 
process was our explanatory variable. The notion of Europeanisation we used refers to the 
gradual convergence of public policies that have been implemented in the European Union (EU), 
giving rise to a distinctively EU vision in public domestic policies that have increasingly shaped 
a new political order. The aim was to identify the most relevant mechanisms of Europeanisation 
as well as the elements of continuity and change that have shaped public policies in Spain. 
This will certainly contribute to understand the foundations on which public policies have been 
established and developed in Spain in the latest decades. By doing so, we gain comprehensive 
insights into the Europeanisation of Spanish Public Policies and map the main changes that 
have taken place. 

This volume included public policies with different levels of Europeanisation. This approach 
is relevant insofar as it has demonstrated the extent to which the level of Europeanisation has 
had an impact on concrete policies. When we talk about impact, we must bear in mind that 
it differs depending on the type of European governance applied. A policy that is completely 
Europeanised (such as agriculture) is not the same as another that is not (such as foreign or 
social policies). However, as argued in the introductory chapter, the lack of formal competences 
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of the EU does not mean that Brussels lacks influence in shaping policy outcomes. Indeed, 
Brussels has a range of capacities to incentivise individual Member States to achieve specific 
domestic policy outcomes. Keeping this in mind, the selected public policies have provided 
an extensive sample of the public policies currently made in Spain. The range of policies 
studied in this volume has covered regulatory policies (market building policies), distributive 
and redistributive policies (market correcting policies), economic policies and foreign policies. 

In order to identify the main inputs, processes and outcomes that have defined the 
Europeanisation of Spanish public policies, we mainly relied on institutional analytical tools. 
From a historical institutionalist view, we looked at domestic adaptation and policy change 
through structural factors. From a sociological institutionalist perspective, we examined the 
role that EU norms, rules, values, ideas and policy learning processes have played in order to 
explain domestic policy change. Finally, from an institutional rational choice perspective, we 
examined the relevance of the preferences, salience and formal capacities that key domestic 
actors have brought into the policy game when making and implementing public policies. 
These three institutional approaches have provided insights to better understand how EU 
and Spanish public policies have been interacting since 1986. The following pages offer a 
summary of the main findings and contributions of each chapter to understand the sort of 
Europeanisation that has taken place in Spain since 1986 in terms of inputs, processes, and 
outcomes of the analysed public policies.  

Carlos Martinez Mongay gave an introduction of relevant EU inputs for the Spanish 
economy in Chapter 2. The first was the adoption of the Value-Added Tax (VAT), which 
removed a number of indirect taxes that previously had a clear protectionist purpose. This 
changed the tax structure of Spain, moving from a protectionist to a more open and integrated 
tax system. Another relevant example was the Stability and Convergence Program within 
the European Semester. This program established medium-term economic objectives and 
proposed the implementation of specific policy measures in order to become more effective 
and efficient in socio-economic terms. However, since country-specific recommendations 
included in the European Semester are non-binding, Spain has lost plenty of opportunities 
to modernise its economy. Martinez Mongay provides appealing examples that illustrate 
the limits of Europeanisation when decisions are non-binding. One example is developed 
with regard to employment and how the Council has been making multiple recommendations 
to Spain for the need of updating and enhancing the efficiency of employment services. 
According to labour market outcomes, Martinez Mongay argues that this reform has had 
rather limited effects. The same can be said about other recommendations made by the 
Council regularly since 2013, including the liberalisation of professional and retail services, 
the need to improve the business environment or the demand to reduce the regulatory and 
legal barriers imposed by the diversity of regulations across Spanish regions. Therefore, 
in the case of economic reforms, the level of Europeanisation is clearly relevant in cases 
in which a top-down approach is operating while it is rather limited in the cases in which 
there is not a non-binding approach. This chapter shows that governments in Spain assume 
certain structural reforms as long as they are within their own political agendas, otherwise 
EU priorities are plainly not effective enough. 
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Chapter 3 by Ana Fernández and Andrea Lanaia demonstrated that the Next Generation 
European Union (NGEU) Funds have introduced/are introducing new management principles, in 
order to modernise public policies implemented by Member States. Some of these principles 
are planning and management with concrete policy goals and provide a higher role and level 
of autonomy of government agencies. They also aim to promote public-private partnerships 
in order to involve private actors in key strategic policies. Spain has also compromised to 
introduce reforms (proposed by Brussels within a clear top-down format) such as the labour 
market reform, the long-term sustainability of the Pension System, the modernisation of the 
tax system or the modernisation and strengthening of Research and Development policies. 
Thus, thanks to the NGEU Funds, Spain is going to work on reforms within key policy areas 
such as the Urban Agenda, the Renovation Strategy for Energy Rehabilitation in the Building 
Sector, the National Strategy for Green Infrastructure on Circular Economy, the promotion of 
5G technology, the modernisation of Vocational Training to tackle youth unemployment or the 
2025 Digital Spain Plan. However, Fernández and Lanaia show that while NGEU Funds are trying 
to modernise the productive program of all Member States, the misfit between the ambition 
of such enterprise and the actual domestic abilities and capacities to be mobilised are “likely 
to be a powerful hurdle”. At this point, is too early to draw any conclusion about the effects 
of NGEU Funds. However, Spain has shown an outstanding capacity for "uploading" its policy 
preferences within the Eurobonds or Coronabonds debate. Despite of having had to accept more 
conditionality than it would have liked, Spain has shown substantial capacities to "download" 
the preliminary requirements required for the approval of the Recovery and Resilience Plan. 
As Fernández and Lanaia argue, “Spain has demonstrated its transition into a mature Member 
State, adopting the priorities set at the EU level without any noticeable resistance.” 

Chapter 4 showed that Spain has developed a rather proactive strategy on EU climate 
policies. In this sense, several Europeanisation mechanisms were identified in this chapter. 
According to Font, Spain has improved the implementation and compliance of this policy area 
over time. Thus, there have been two key Europeanisation mechanisms: the introduction of EU 
regulations and the financial support introduced by the EU to help Member States comply with 
those regulations. This is certain particularly with the EU financial opportunities to implement 
climate policies after the NGEU Funds were approved. Furthermore, the chapter found that there 
has been a gradual Europeanisation of public attitudes in Spain, reaching a convergence with 
other Member States. Font also argues that the creation of a Ministry for Ecological Transition in 
2018 and its restructuring into the Ministry for Ecological Transition and Demographic Challenge 
in 2020 demonstrates the relevance of these issues for the Spanish government. The chapter 
concluded that after analysing the policy contents and discourse of the main political actors in 
Spain, as well as the development of the new governance structures introduced in this policy 
area, Spain is ready to correctly implement EU climate policy developments. 

Chapter 5 developed by Sergio González and Ana Marta Guillén and Chapter 6 developed 
by Julia López and Eusebi Colàs-Neila demonstrated the extent to which social and labour 
policies have been Europeanised. Chapter 5 revealed that social expenditure protection in 
Spain has increased considerably over the last forty years, lowering structural differences with 
other Member States. For example, in 2019 the expenditure on social protection was 23.7% of 
the Spanish GDP (with Europe's average expenditure at 26.9%. Both chapters also showed that 
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within the areas of social regulation in the EU system of governance (health and safety, gender 
equality, social security, collective bargaining, or social exclusion), an intense Europeanisation 
process has taken place. This process has produced, together with decentralisation the main 
institutional developments of the Spanish welfare state in the last decades. The Europeanisation 
of these policies has taken place through soft law mechanisms and mutual learning processes. 
For example, the institutional development of the European Semester has had an impact on social 
policies. Although the allocation of EU funds is increasingly linked to the country recommendations 
to national reform programs, this has not always produced positive outcomes in terms of 
Europeanisation. One example is the establishment of employment programs for young people 
and long-term employees supported by EU funding that have not had the expected effects on the 
Spanish labour market, which has historically been the case. Pensions have also faced a number 
of reforms according to the EU green paper on the sustainability of old-age pensions. The main 
changes so far have included the disincentive to leave the labour market, a progressive delay in 
the legal retirement age and the extension of the period in order to calculate the pension schemes. 
With relatively minor differences between conservative and social-democratic governments, the 
EU has encouraged active social protection to be internalised in Spanish social policies, for 
example, with greater employability particularly for vulnerable groups. The EU has introduced a 
myriad of indicators to measure compliance with policy targets. The chapter also showed how the 
release of the European Monetary Union has had a significant impact on how Spain has defined 
and implemented its social priorities.  

Chapter 7 dealt with the Europeanisation of LGBT+ rights and showed how top-down 
processes have been determinant in explaining the recognition and implementation of LGBT+ 
policies in Spain. In fact, the inclusion of Art. 19 in the Treaty of Amsterdam that preserved 
anti-discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation covered a number of key policy areas 
including employment policies, education, health, access to goods and services, etc. This 
article produced a short summary of spillover for the inclusion of these policies within Member 
States. Furthermore, the Court of Justice of the European Union has also been a decisive actor 
in advancing gender equality issues, although its action on anti-discrimination on the grounds 
of sexual orientation has been more modest. In any case, the chapter showed that litigation 
mechanisms have been key tools to both sustain and gain rights at the domestic level. However, 
there has been variation on how anti-discrimination measures have been incorporated across 
domestic policy areas. For example, Spain has not yet explicitly incorporated anti-discrimination 
of the LGBT community in employment policies. Nonetheless, Spain has extended its protection 
of both sexual orientation and gender identity in the fields of education and health. Cantó and 
Arregui show that the decentralisation of the LGBT + policies has fulfilled the existing gaps in 
some parts of the territory. The authors showed that Aragón, Madrid, Valencia and Catalonia 
lead the most advanced regional LGBT + Equality policies, while the Canary Islands and the 
Basque Country offer lower levels of protection. Furthermore, the chapter showed how the most 
important Spanish political parties have been Europeanised in terms of change of their party 
manifestos, rhetoric and discourse when dealing with LGBT+ rights. This has been a gradual 
process, but the most relevant parties have already incorporated these principles. Political 
parties (first left-wing parties and then centre-right parties) and activist groups have also played 
an important role for the increasing awareness and the emergence of LGBT rights. Parties 
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in Spain have extensively Europeanised their discourse, policy content and organisational 
structure. The only exception to this particular issue is VOX. Additionally, Cantó and Arregui 
show that changes in social values regarding sexual minorities increasingly took place before 
Spain’s accession to the EU. In fact, these patterns of value modernisation and public opinion 
change have been stronger in Spain than in another Member State. The subsequent normative 
values coming from the EU through the acquis communitaire have been a catalyst of this 
process. Therefore, the main mechanisms of Europeanisation within LBGT+ policies have been 
a combination of micro, meso and macro factors. All in all, the chapter illustrates that Spain has 
been transformed from a consumer of LGBT+ Equality policies to a producer. 

Laura Cruz-Castro and Luis Sanz-Menéndez argued in chapter 8 that there are three main 
areas of potential Europeanisation in Science, Technology and Innovation policies: (1) political 
and institutional settings, (2) policy design and instruments, and (3) Research and Development 
expenditures. They showed that the EU has been a relevant factor of change over time. At the 
beginning, the diffusion of policy ideas and models inspired the design of Spanish STI policies. 
Later, policy targets such as setting investment goals of 3% on Research and Development 
were adopted. Lastly, in the context of the last economic recessions, EU financial support is 
becoming the main force for the Europeanisation of the Spanish STI policies. However, Cruz-
Castro and Sanz-Menéndez argue that EU influence seems to be an argument of legitimation 
rather than a factor of real change since they identify previous domestic factors behind STI 
policies. They argue that, at best, the EU would have had an impact through ideas and served 
as a source of legitimation. EU influence has intensified in the last decade as a consequence 
of the crisis and the excessive deficit procedure that Spain has faced since the 2008 crisis. 
The aim has been “keeping the system alive”, particularly the public science system. Thus, the 
NGEU Funds have emerged as a key element in promoting changes and potential institutional 
convergence with EU governance on STI policies. Recommendations from the EU to Spain 
are related to improving the coordination of policy-making on STI policies, facilitating and 
strengthening science-industry cooperation or increasing the accountability of universities and 
centers of research. Cruz-Castro and Sanz-Menéndez identify steps backwards and forward as a 
consequence of operating within a multilevel system in which competences are shared among 
different levels of governance and where domestic factors have also played an important role 
in the quality of the implementation of these policies. 

Chapter 9 showed that EU policies related to Digital and Information Society (DIS) have had 
an observable influence in Spain. As Jorge Perez and José Felix Hernández-Gil argue, the sector 
has been particularly developed in the last two decades in Spain (more than in other Member 
States). The main Europeanisation mechanism has been EU legislation through regulations 
(top-down mechanism) which has facilitated the transition from a monopolistic situation (e.g., 
telecommunications) towards an entirely competitive market with fixed and mobile broadband 
communication networks. Perez and Hernández-Gil argue that this process has been successful 
insofar as there has been a price reduction and also a substantial service development. Thus, 
the EU impulse towards the liberalisation of public services has been applied as a key instrument 
for the modernisation of Spanish economy. Furthermore, this mechanism of Europeanisation 
(regulations) has left a high degree of freedom to Member States in the implementation process 
of regulations insofar as EU regulations have not only harmonised the regulatory framework 
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but have also determined the objectives and timetables of application. This incited Member 
States to implement different strategies in the attempt to preserve the interest of national 
industries. Perez and Hernández-Gil finally argue that one of the main aims of the EU within 
Digital and Information Society Policies has been the creation of a Single European digital 
market; however, the results in this area are rather limited at this point. 

The Europeanisation of transport policies has generated major changes in all transport 
sectors over time, both in terms of infrastructure and normative principles which define their 
objectives. In this sense, Javier Campo and Pilar Socorro show that the Spanish transport 
policy has liberalised transport infrastructures and services according to EU regulations 
(a top-down Europeanisation mechanism). The EU has also introduced three key principles 
under which transport policies have been governed. The first principle is fair competition. The 
idea is that competition rules must apply to any type of transport policy (national and/or 
European), and the role of the public sector, although possible, must have a limited role. A 
second principle is that the comparative advantage of the different modes of transport must 
be respected according to the benefits and costs than a particular mode of transport entails. 
A third principle is integration. This principle means that EU transport policy must work as an 
instrument to promote cohesion and the integration of the common market among all Member 
States. Therefore, the main Europeanisation mechanism in transport policy has been top-down 
and has operated through the implementation of new legislation promoting the liberalisation, 
harmonisation and internationalisation of the transport sector. Furthermore, Campo and 
Socorro show that Spain has benefitted in a substantial way from EU funding in order to 
provide the quality and quantity provision of its infrastructures. Spanish political actors have 
resisted scarcely in this policy area. The liberalisation of the sectors has produced a better 
price-quality relation for consumers. However, the liberalisation process does not mean that 
transport services are operating at the highest possible level of efficiency. The EU has also 
introduced the idea of the need of a rigorous monitorisation of the transport sector in terms 
of environmental performance. In relation to investment, this chapter shows that taking all 
transport investments made in the last decades account for almost 1% of GDP in annual terms. 
This has enabled Spanish transport to converge with the rest of the EU Member States in terms 
of road and rail equipment, ports and airports, and it is above other Member States in terms 
of high-speed train lines. 

Yannis Karagianis showed in Chapter 11 that Spain has strongly Europeanised national 
competition policies. Prior to EU membership in 1986, Spain did not have any competition 
legislation. However, Spain has gradually been incorporating this sort of legislation and over the 
last fifteen years Spanish competition policy has become one of the most Europeanised ones 
among EU Member States. In fact, Spanish competition policy is nowadays undistinguishable 
from EU policy. In the majority of the cases that this chapter displays (antitrust or merger 
cases), both the rules and the methods followed by the Comisión Nacional de los Mercados 
y la Competencia (CNMC) are almost identical to those of the European Commission. The 
main explanations developed in the chapter to account for the Europeanisation of Spanish 
competition policy are the following: (1) top-down processes to promote EU homogeneous 
rules, (2) the activisms of economic and business associations to set uniform standards, and 
(3) the agreement of the main Spanish political parties to implement competition policies 
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according to EU standards. In addition to the Europeanisation of Spanish competition policy, 
Karagianis also argues that Spanish institutions that rule this policy have converged with their 
French, German and Italian counterparts. This chapter explains that Europeanisation processes 
have introduced the conditions of policy learning and policy diffusion across Members States 
in public policies, and competition policies are a valuable example. 

Esther Barbé showed in Chapter 12 that the EU has Europeanised the Spanish Foreign 
and Diplomatic policies according to three main dimensions: (1) adaptation to EU policies, (2) 
identity reconstruction, and (3) uploading of national salient issues into the European agenda. 
In this sense, Spain has projected its interests from the bottom-up, struggling to increase its 
influence in the EU as a middle power being more successful in the case of the relations with 
the Mediterranean than with Latin America countries. These three dimensions have changed 
over time, and they have had larger or smaller influence according to domestic crisis factors as 
well as the subsequent enlargement processes that have taken place in the EU. Barbé argues 
that in the future a substantial Europeanisation of the Common Foreign and Security Policy 
(CFSP) can be expected. 

In Chapter 13, Ricard Ramón showed that the financial support of the Common Agriculture 
Policy (CAP) has been a key Europeanisation mechanism, and probably the most important. The 
regulatory capacity of the EU has also been a key element to understanding the Europeanisation of 
Spanish agriculture policy. Both mechanisms are quite related. Furthermore, the dual process that 
has taken place over time in Spanish agricultural policies (Europeanisation and decentralisation) 
has reinforced regional farming associations, producing decentralised structures dealing with 
these policies. In this sense, Europeanisation of CAP policies has helped in the decentralisation 
process. This has produced the emergence of cooperation patterns among different administrative 
levels (European, National and Regional). The quality of these cooperation patterns fluctuates 
according to the balance of power and the political parties which coexist in the different levels of 
government. All these elements have contributed to the extraordinary development of CAP and 
its great significance in the Spanish economy. For example, at this moment, Spain is the fourth 
export economy of agri-food products in the EU, being the world's leader of olive oil production and 
the main EU exporter of fruit and vegetable products, as well as one of the main wine exporters. 
Furthermore, the EU CAP has favoured the development of value chains in the meat industry. All 
this demonstrates how agriculture plays a key economic role in Spain nowadays insofar as the 
agricultural sector plays an important role in nourishing other industrial and service activities. 
This has also facilitated, for example, the modernisation of the Spanish organic farming sector. 
Currently, Spain has 17% of the land surface that embraces organic farming in the EU. These 
factors clearly provide a further development of these policies particularly within the framework 
of incorporating gender balance and environmental and climate standards into the CAP. 

Finally, in Chapter 14 Javier Baraibar and Javier Arregui identified main top-down 
Europeanisation mechanisms that have had a significant impact on Spanish regional policies: 
the normative pressures (from EU supranational actors) and EU economic incentives. This 
chapter shows how Spanish regions adapt their policies in order to secure the highest amount 
of EU funding. Both mechanisms have produced new patterns of governance through the 
creation of new institutions. The chapter shows that given that the European Commission is 
the actor that decides whether a region is eligible for funding, the amount of grants have 
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largely depended on the quality of the presented programmes as well as the capacity of 
Spanish regions to coordinate projects and policies. In terms of policy outputs, the chapter has 
identified three Spanish regions that have clearly performed better than the rest (in terms of 
convergence with the average EU GDP): Aragón, La Rioja and Galicia. The chapter by Baraibar 
and Arregui also demonstrated that bottom-up processes have also been relevant in order to 
capture EU funds. Baraibar and Arregui provide several explanations for why some regions have 
been more efficient than others over time: quality of good regional governance, human capital, 
absorptive capacity of EU funds and entrepreneurial spirit. All these factors are key elements 
when explaining the large variation in the performance of Spanish regions. 

2. Understanding Europeanisation Mechanisms in Spain 

In the previous section, the main changes and developments that have taken place in Spanish 
public policies as a consequence of the interaction between the EU and the Spanish system 
of governance were outlined. In this section, those findings are systematised in order to get a 
general picture of the major mechanisms that have driven policy change in Spain as well as to 
identify the most relevant mediating factors. 

First, the most capable mechanisms to Europeanise Spanish public policies have been 
those driven by top-down strategies. Within these strategies, the most efficient are those 
introduced through a binding ruling request (through primary, secondary or tertiary legislation). 
These policies are subject to EU enforcement and Spain has done quite well on almost every 
single policy area (with the exception of environmental policies) over the last decades (Arregui, 
2016). Examples of this top-down Europeanisation mechanism can be found in most of the 
chapters of this volume. Some examples include the adoption of the Value-Added Tax (VAT), the 
introduction of EU regulations to fight climate change, the liberalisation of transport policy or 
the full Europeanisation of competition policy that nowadays rules Spanish markets. 

The second most important mechanism of Europeanisation includes the provision of EU 
funding in order to introduce a policy change and/or modernise the content and/or operational 
working of a public policy. This mechanism rests on positive incentives in order to innovate and 
update a particular policy area. Examples of this mechanism shown across the chapters of 
this volume include the financial opportunities provided to implement climate change policies, 
research and development policies, financing transport networks, providing subsidies for last 
generation agriculture policies and/or the finance of numerous regional policies to make a 
market efficient economy in rural and less economic developed areas in Spain. This mechanism 
has been rather effective in transport, agriculture and climate change policies and less efficient 
in research and development policies as well as in regional policies (where there was a great 
variation among Spanish regions in terms of their effectiveness over time). 

A third mechanism is also related to EU funding in exchange for the introduction of policy 
reforms in those policy areas that the EU has identified as dysfunctional or ineffective in 
relation to EU standards. In this respect, the EU has introduced several practical conditions 
in Spain when it comes to receiving funding for the implementation of certain public policies. 
This mechanism can be better perceived in the case of NGEU Funds, where funding has been 
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explicitly linked to conditionality. Thus, in order to receive NGEU funds, the EU will require Spain 
to introduce new management principles such as a planning and management by concrete 
policy goals or providing a more important role in the policy-making to autonomous government 
agencies. Furthermore, Spain will have also to modernise the tax system, strengthen research 
and development policies or implement a new policy that provides a long-term sustainability of 
the Spanish Pension System. Given that these reforms are still being developed, it is too early 
to assess their effectiveness. However, it is clear is that joining funding and conditionality can 
work effectively in the case of Member States that are reluctant or incapable of implementing 
the reforms that a country needs at a given moment.

A fourth Europeanisation mechanism is the implementation of EU soft law in Member States. In 
the case of Spain, this has taken place in various policy areas covered in this volume. For example, 
in Chapter 5, González and Guillén showed how Spain has substantially reduced spendings on 
social protection policies across time, currently placing itself in a very close position to the EU 
average. In addition, policies on collective bargaining, health and safety, gender equality or social 
security have been intensively Europeanised not only through social regulations, but also through 
soft law mechanisms and policy learning processes. López and Colàs-Neila also showed in Chapter 
6 that the main changes that have taken place in pension policies in Spain are a consequence of 
soft law mechanisms. This would be the case for the inclusion of disincentives to leave the labour 
market, a progressive delay in the legal retirement age or the extension of the period to calculate 
the schemes. As López and Colàs-Neila argued, Spain has implemented these policies even if the 
EU lacks regulatory powers in this area. These cross-loading mechanisms have also been present 
in the Common Foreign and Security Policy, as Barbé showed in Chapter 12.

A fifth mechanism of Europeanisation is the activism that EU supranational actors (either 
the Commission and/or the European Parliament) have developed in relation to the need to 
implement certain policies. One example developed in Chapter 7 is the activism developed 
by the European Parliament in 1984 through policy papers and statements in order to expand 
individual rights across the EU, and, more specifically, to include anti-discrimination policies 
on the grounds of sexual orientation. After that, the Commission and the EP began to work 
together aiming for the inclusion of an article that would exclude any type of discrimination 
on grounds of sexual orientation in the Treaty of Amsterdam. This policy was successful and 
had a spillover effect, providing normative pressures to Member States to include these anti-
discrimination rights within their domestic legislation. Chapter 7 shows that this supranational 
pressure indeed worked as an agent of change in Spain.   

A sixth mechanism is related to the action of domestic political parties and the extent to which 
these key actors are willing to incorporate the principles and values that are embodied in EU 
policies in any system of governance. The important role of political parties in Europeanisation 
processes has been tested in at least two chapters of this volume. On the one hand, Font shows 
that the main Spanish political parties have clearly incorporated discourse and political action 
and all the principles needed to fight against climate change within their party manifestos. 
This together with the EU positive incentives and the support of the Spanish public opinion, 
provides the perfect conditions for the Europeanisation of climate change policies in Spain. 
On the other hand, LGBT+ rights policies represent a similar case. Cantó and Arregui showed 
in Chapter 7 that all the major parties have already incorporated anti-discrimination rights for 
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LGBT+ community in Spain. This has clearly helped foster and establish these policies from a 
bottom-up perspective in a clear complementary approach from the EU regulation. 

A seventh Europeanisation mechanism is the activism of domestic interest groups in relation 
to the adoption of policies and principles shaped by the EU. This volume shows a clear example of 
this mechanism in Chapter 7 on LGBT+ rights. Cantó and Arregui demonstrates how the activism 
of LGBT+ rights organisations is a determining factor in explaining why some Spanish regions 
have implemented and developed more LGBT rights than others. In regions where there has been 
greater activism by LGBT+ communities (Aragón, Valencia, Madrid and Catalonia), the regional 
legislation has expanded the rights of the LGBT collective to a greater extent. 

A final Europeanisation mechanism with a clear bottom-up structure is the change of 
the public opinion and the modernisation of social values over the last four decades. Some 
chapters of this volume showed that public opinion has been transformed in a considerable 
way in Spain over a number of issues. For example, Font shows in Chapter 4 that public 
opinion and social values regarding climate change policies have been transformed in a rather 
fundamental way over time. The same can be said about public opinion and social values to 
anti-discrimination policies regarding gender issues and sexual minorities. In fact, Chapter 7 
shows that social values concerning sexual minorities took place before Spain's accession 
to the European Economic Community (EEC).  This chapter illustrates how this mechanism 
perfectly complements other macro and meso mechanisms, and all together have transformed 
Spain from a consumer to a producer of LGBT+ policies. 

Table 15.1. Main Mechanisms of Europeanisation of Spanish Public Policies (1986-2021)

Level of 
Analysis

Inputs Process Outputs Mechanisms

Macro • EU Primary Law
E.g.: Treaty on Stability, 

Coordination and 
Governance in EMU

• EU Secondary Law
E.g.: CAP Directives

• EU Tertiary Law
E.g.: Coman v Romania 

(name of ruling)

Top-down

Top-down

Top-down

E.g.: Reinforce budget 
discipline 

E.g.: Liberalisation of 
agri-food markets
  
E.g.: ECJ rules that 
residency rights also 
apply to same-sex couples 
in EU countries that do 
not recognise same-sex 
unions, if at least one 
partner is an EU citizen 
and if the marriage was 
performed in an EU MS. 

EU enforcement

EU enforcement

EU enforcement
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Level of 
Analysis

Inputs Process Outputs Mechanisms

Macro • Funding the 
implementation of a 
policy

E.g.: High-speed train 
networks (through EU 
regional development 
fund)

• Conditionality of 
funding in exchange 
to introduce policy 
reforms

E.g.: Pension System

Top-down

Top-down

E.g.: Extensive high-speed 
network

E.g.: At this point 
uncertain

Positive 
Incentives

Positive 
Incentives

Macro • EU soft law
E.g.: Social Protection 

Expenditure

Top-down
Bottom-up

E.g.: Increase in social 
protection expenditure 
over time

Policy diffusion + 
Policy learning
(Cross loading)

Meso • Supranational Actors’ 
behavior and/or 
preferences

E.g.: EP urged in 1984 
Commission to tackle 
discrimination based 
on sexual orientation

• Domestic Political 
Parties

E.g.: Climate change 
policies included in 
party manifestos of 
most Spanish political 
parties

Top-down

Bottom-up

E.g.: Art. 19 in the Treaty 
of Amsterdam enshrined 
anti-discrimination on 
the grounds of sexual 
orientation

E.g.: Implementation of 
climate change policies

Normative 
Pressures + 
Rational Choice 
incentives

Meso • Activism through 
interest groups

E.g.: LGBT+ activists 
groups operating at 
regional level

Bottom-up
E.g.: More LGBT+ rights 
at the regions in which 
activist organisations 
operate

Normative 
Pressures + 
Rational Choice 
incentives
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Level of 
Analysis

Inputs Process Outputs Mechanisms

Micro • Social Values
E.g.: Social values in 
favour of climate change 
action
• Public Opinion Change
E.g.: Public Opinion in 
favour of gender equality 
and LGBT+ rights

Bottom-up
E.g.: 
Policies that fight climate 
change 

E.g.: Implementation of 
gender and LGBT+ rights 
policies

Normative 
Pressures

3. Strategies of Policy Change in Spanish Public Policies 

All public policies analysed in this volume have undergone a process of Europeanisation to a 
greater or lesser extent and, therefore, new patterns of political, normative and institutional 
change have been incorporated into Spanish public policies. In fact, all policy areas investigated 
have developed adaptation processes through different strategies. Thus, Spanish public 
policies have been Europeanised, although in a rather asymmetric way across time and policy 
areas. The most relevant strategies Spanish political actors have followed in these processes 
of Europeanisation and policy change over time are detailed in the following paragraphs. 

Some public policies have followed a transformation strategy creating multiple opportunities 
to modernise the Spanish economy. This strategy has created an opportunity to transform 
almost entirely the foundations on which some public policies have been elaborated. First, the 
CAP has provided the opportunity for Spain to perform a better integration into the European 
and international markets and to be one of the leading EU Member States in the agricultural 
sector over the last decades. This is certain not only because the CAP has provided the chance 
to become one of the leading producers of agri-food products, but also because it has helped 
Spain to develop value change in associated industries. Second, in transport policies Spain 
has entirely changed the normative principles under which these policies were made before 
its accession to the EEC. Spain has incorporated new rules that have promoted liberalisation, 
harmonisation and internationalisation of the transport sector. All this has induced a critical 
change insofar as the new normative principles have created new infrastructures (over time) 
that have clearly helped to boost the Spanish economy. Third, regarding competition policies, 
the EU has also brought modernisation in the working of the internal market in Spain while 
the new normative framework was able to create more competitive Spanish companies that 
operated within the EU and the global market. Fourth, LGBT+ and Equality policies have also 
been deeply transformed in Spain, and the EU normative and regulatory framework has clearly 
been the main catalyst of this transformation. 

The absorption strategy has also been present in some policies. This has been the case 
of Foreign Policies where Spanish actors have been willing to integrate EU requirements and 
principles of the Common Foreign and Security Policy without significantly changing their 
domestic policies. In other words, there has been an adaptation to EU policies, but this has not 
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provided, as in previous cases, a transformation of the structures and contents implemented 
within this policy area. This is probably because Europeanisation processes tend to adopt less 
coercive forms in areas where the EU's competences are weaker (such as the Common Foreign 
and Security policy). 

Other policies studied in this volume have adopted an accommodation strategy. This strategy 
means that a particular policy has adapted to EU requirements while the essential features of 
the policy have remained unchanged. This sort of strategy is well represented in our volume on 
Science, Technology and Innovation policies. Cruz-Castro and Sanz-Menéndez argued in Chapter 
8 that EU influence on this policy seems more an argument of legitimation than a factor of real 
change, since the most important factors that still rule Science, Technology and Innovation Policies 
in Spain are domestic factors. Perhaps this is why, being a strategic policy area, the European 
Commission has introduced this policy as a matter of priority reform in exchange for the reception 
of NGEU funds. Another policy area studied in this volume that also shows certain accommodation 
strategy is Digital and Information Society Policies. In this respect, while Spain has implemented 
the regulations coming from the EU in the telecommunications and digital sectors, Spain has had 
room to determine the objectives and timetable of the application, preserving the interest of its 
national industry which operates within the digital and information society sectors. 

A fourth strategy that is visible in some Spanish public policies has been the inertia strategy. 
Under this strategy, Spain has visibly shown resistance towards policy changes in some policy 
areas, meaning that it has engaged either in partial compliance with EU legislation and/or 
not compliance at all. This could be the case of some economic and labour policies. Chapter 
2 provided a variety of examples in which Spain has shown resistance to policy change. 
Perhaps the clearest examples are the updating of employment services, the liberalisation of 
professional services or the need to reduce regulatory and legal barriers imposed by the diversity 
of regulations across Spanish regions. Thus, some policies might not be Europeanised due to 
the fact that a policy that in order to change “also requires robust networks of stakeholders that 
facilitate the adoption of new policies at home, a strong civil society, and administrative-political 
capability to consciously modify, edit and adapt foreign experience to national circumstances” 
(Radaelli, 2006, p. 71). Furthermore, Chapters 3, 5 and 6 illustrate other examples in which 
Spain has shown a robust resistance to introduce policy changes required by the EU. Some 
of these examples could be the reform of the Pension System or the modernisation of the 
Tax System. Both are highly sensitive policy reforms in political and social terms. These are 
the emblematic sort of policies in which Spain has historically had more difficulties when 
introducing European standards. COVID-19 has unexpectedly created a new opportunity to 
close the gap with EU policies in some policy areas. If Spain expects to receive NGEU funds as 
agreed, it will have to face several policy reforms (including the Pension and the Tax Reforms). 
In these situations, domestic factors play a significant role. At the political level, Spain has a 
strongly polarised system that is preventing a robust coalition of parties from adopting explicit 
reforms. Instead, this increasing polarisation is providing little incentives to opposition parties 
to offer their support to the needed reforms, rather pursuing benefits from the politisation of 
highly controversial issues. Furthermore, as Fernández and Lanaia argue in this volume, the 
poor coordination and cooperation patterns among different levels of government in Spain 
does not help either insofar as Spanish regions are keen to maximise their own benefit at the 
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expense of other regions. This is mainly because the central government increasingly operates 
from a position of greater political weakness as it has been unable to introduce an innovative 
and coordinated system of co-governance. 

4. Conclusion

Our findings in this volume have substantive implications not only for comparative studies on 
Europeanisation, but also for research and teaching on Spanish politics. Our analysis showed 
that the EU permeates the core of Spanish actors and institutions, and has shaped public 
policies to a great extent and significantly influenced the narratives that have configured policy 
action in Spain over the last decades. 

Europeanisation is probably a more complex process than often suggested by the different 
theoretical approaches explored in the introductory chapter. In the case of Spain, policy change 
has taken place in a rather diverse way across policy areas. When policy change has occurred, 
it has been a consequence of adaptational pressures and/or political and economic incentives, 
domestic actor preferences and opportunity structures. Furthermore, sequence time patterns 
matter for these processes as well. Thus, it is necessary to include domestic political and 
institutional settings to understand the role of Europeanisation in policy change processes. 

To conclude, the Europeanisation of Spanish policies is neither a bottom-up nor top-down 
process but a rather complex process in which macro, meso and micro level mechanisms 
operate. The better and more integrated these three levels are, the better and deeper the 
Europeanisation process that takes place within a particular policy area will be. This has been 
openly illustrated in this volume in which a significant number of Spanish public policies have 
been deeply reviewed.
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