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SPAIN LEADS UN 
MISSION IN LEBANON

Defence Minister attends the swearing-in ceremony of General Aroldo 
Lázaro as head of UNIFIL

T
HE handover ceremony of the 
United Nations Interim Force 
mission in Lebanon (UNIFIL) took 
place at Naquora headquarters 
on 28 February. It is the second 

time a Spaniard has been chosen to 
lead the UN peacekeeping mission that 
monitors the cessation of hostilities 
between Lebanon and Israel. Major 
General Aroldo Lázaro succeeds Italian 
General Stefano del Col, who had led the 
international operation since August 2018.

“This trust that the United Nations 
Security Council has placed in the Spanish 
Army, and therefore in Spain, is the best 
demonstration of our commitment to 
peace”, said Defence Minister Margarita 
Robles during her trip to Lebanon to attend 
the handover to the new commander of the 
Blue Helmets. UNIFIL is the United Nations 
instrument to secure peace in the Middle 
East, facilitate humanitarian aid access to 
the civilian population and the voluntary 
and safe return of displaced persons. To 
this end, it supports the capabilities and 
modernisation of the Lebanese Armed 
Forces and their work south of the Litani 
River on the border with Israel.

The mission comprises a contingent 
of 10,300 military personnel and some 

800 civilians. Upon receiving the UN 
flag, the new head of UNIFIL thanked his 
predecessor. “I will follow your steps”, he 
said, in order to maintain stability in the 
area and the authority of the Lebanese 
government. “The main thing in the 
roadmap”, added General Lazaro, “is to 
continue to maintain what we are told in the 
UN mandate: to monitor the cessation of 
hostilities and try to maintain that scenario 
of calm, peace and stability in order to try 
to support that happy ending, which is the 
permanent cessation of the conflict and to 
reach these agreements at the diplomatic 
and political level”.

In turn, outgoing General del Col 
expressed his gratitude to all those present 
and, “above all”, to those he considered 
“friends and dear members of the 
peacekeeping forces”.

During her visit to the Naqoura 
headquarters, Minister Robles spoke 
with part of the contingent, whom she 
congratulated “wholeheartedly” for the 
work they are doing. “I am extremely proud, 
but it’s not just me, it’s all Spaniards”, the 
minister underscored. She also signed 
the Book of Honour at the General 
Headquarters, and pointed out that “peace 
is a precious good that we must all work 

for. Today is a great day for Spain”. The 
ceremony was attended by representatives 
of the Lebanese government, including 
the Minister of National Defence, Maurice 
Sleem, and the Commander of the 
Lebanese Armed Forces, General Joseph 
Aoun. As part of the Spanish delegation, 
Robles was accompanied by the 
Secretary of State for Defence, Esperanza 
Casteleiro; the Chief of Staff of the Army, 
Amador Enseñat, and the Commander 
of the Operations Command, Francisco 
Braco. Members of the diplomatic corps, 
municipal authorities, religious leaders and 
colleagues of the peacekeeping forces 
also attended the ceremony. 

CONTRIBUTION TO PEACE
Operation Libre Hidalgo is the oldest 
operation in which our Armed Forces 
have participated internationally. The first 
Spanish Blue Helmets arrived in that area 
in 2006 to verify the cessation of the armed 
confrontation between the Israeli Army and 
the Lebanese Hezbollah guerrillas. 

A conflict that lasted 33 days, until 
14 August 2021, when Security Council 
Resolution 1701 entered into force. In 
addition to establishing a ceasefire, the 
United Nations decided to increase the 
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General Aroldo Lázaro (right) receives the UN flag from his predecessor, Italian General Stefano del Col.

Minister Robles: 
“Today the UN 
recognises the 

contribution 
Spain and its 

Armed Forces 
make to peace”

number of UNIFIL Blue Helmets from 
2,000 to 15,000. This UN peacekeeping 
operation has been deployed in this 
conflict zone of the Middle East since 
1978.

On 15 September 2006, a thousand 
Spanish troops from a Marine Corps 
Expeditionary Force disembarked on 
Lebanon’s Tyre beach aboard ship 
Castilla. This was Spain’s rapid response 
to the UN’s request, a decision that was 
backed by virtually the entire Parliament, 
with only two abstentions, at its session on 
7 September 2006.

After the first two months, the mission 
was taken over by an Army contingent. 
Since then, its missions have focused on 
monitoring that both sides respect the Blue 
Line, a virtual 121-kilometre separation 
between the two countries established 
by the UN. UNIFIL soldiers also support 
the deployment of the Lebanese Armed 
Forces in the south of the country as well 
as their operations involving the return of 
displaced persons, and are working with 
the government and the Army to establish 
an illicit-weapons-free zone between the 
Blue Line and the Litani River. To this end, 
UNIFIL also has a maritime task force 
(MTF) that assists the Lebanese Navy in 

resuming control over its territorial waters 
and intercepting the unauthorized entry 
of illegal arms and goods. Between May 
2008 and March 2009, the Spanish Navy 
formed part of this MTF with an offshore 
patrol vessel.

In these nearly 16 years, a total 
of 27,500 Spanish military members 
have served in Lebanon as part of 36 
successive contingents. However, not 
all of them have come back. Fifteen of 
them died of natural causes, accidents or 
terrorist attacks, such as the one against 

a patrol on 24 June 2007, in which six 
soldiers from the Parachute Brigade lost 
their lives. Subsequently, on 28 January 
2015, Corporal Francisco Javier Soria was 
killed after an observation tower was hit by 
an explosive device.

Forty-six nations from across the globe 
currently participate in UNIFIL. Indonesia 
is the largest contributor with more than 
1,200 Blue Helmets, followed by Italy, which 
leads Sector West. Spain contributes 620 
troops, twelve of them members of the Civil 
Guard. The majority, 606, are stationed at 
the Miguel de Cervantes military base in 
Marjayoun, where the Spanish-led Sector 
East headquarters is located, and another 
14 are at Naquora headquarters.

The current contingent, called BRILIB 
XXXVI, is mainly organised on the basis of 
the 16th Brigade Canarias. They arrived 
in the area on 4 December 2021 and 
will remain in the mission until May 2022. 
Brigadier General Ramón Armada is the 
commander of this brigade and also leads 
Sector East, where almost 3,500 troops of 
various nationalities are deployed.

The Spanish military conduct vehicle 
and foot patrols (more than 220,000 in 
these 15 years) on a daily basis, establish 
checkpoints and permanently monitor the 
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situation along the Blue Line from different 
observation posts. These activities 
are carried out unilaterally or in close 
cooperation with the Lebanese Armed 
Forces. Furthermore, a joint training plan 
is being developed with the Lebanese 
military to enable them to acquire the 
necessary capabilities and take on the 
tasks set out in UN Resolution 1701: 
commanding patrols, planning operations, 
precision firing, developing civilian-military 
cooperation activities, first aid and handling 
casualties in combat, crowd control 
(riot control) or escorting and protecting 
authorities, among other activities.

On 30 August 2021, the UN Security 
Council approved Resolution 2591 
renewing UNIFIL’s mandate for one year 
and including further support for the 
Lebanese Armed Forces, severely affected 
by the country’s critical economic situation 
and aggravated by the pandemic and the 
disaster caused by the huge explosion in 
Beirut’s port on 4 August 2020, which left 
more than 200 people dead and 6,000 
injured.

In order to meet their most urgent 
needs, Spain has organised the shipment 
of food and medical supplies, mainly food 
rations, non-perishable food and medical 
supplies to the Military Hospital in the 
Lebanese capital. 

Furthermore, Lebanese military 
personnel are being trained in disinfection 

procedures against COVID-19, based on 
Spain’s experience on national territory 
during Operation Balmis.

COOPERATION PROJECTS
The military members of the Spanish 
contingent in closest contact with 
the population are the civilian-military 
cooperation teams (CIMIC). In order 
to help, they meet with the civilian and 
religious authorities in their area of 

responsibility to learn about their needs 
and implement various Quick Impact 
Projects, aimed at delivering concrete and 
immediate improvements in infrastructure, 
education or humanitarian assistance. In 
these almost 16 years, 689 projects of this 
kind have been carried out.

Some of them have been consolidated 
over the years and are periodically 
resumed by successive contingents. 
Of particular note are the Cervantes 
programme for learning Spanish, which 
covers more than ten localities and has 
taught 7,286 students; the Sancho Panza 
programme for the dissemination of 
Spanish cuisine; the Bachiller Carrasco 
programme to support teaching staff in 
the field of psychological assistance; the 
Rocinante programme to assist livestock 
farmers, in collaboration with various 
Spanish veterinary faculties; and the 
Almazara programme to support farmers 
in olive growing. Through the Galatea 
programme, emergency assistance is 
also provided to civilian defence centres in 
southern Lebanon.

Health care is also delivered to the 
population. In these years, more than 
26,000 civilians have been treated by 
the contingent’s medical staff. Moreover, 
Spanish military engineers have 
deactivated a total of 4,424 mines and 
explosive devices scattered throughout 
Lebanese territory during the 2006 war.

Victor Hernández

The Defence Minister, together with General Lázaro and other authorities, at the UNIFIL handover 
ceremony at Naquora headquarters.

The Cervantes programme for learning Spanish has taught 7,286 students in schools in ten different 
localities in southern Lebanon.
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UNIFIL
(UN Interim Force in Lebanon)

THE mission was expanded in 2006 to ensure peace on the Lebanese-
Israeli border, facilitate humanitarian access to the civilian population 

and the voluntary and safe return of displaced persons. Blue Helmets 
support the capabilities and modernisation of the Lebanese Armed 
Forces and verify compliance with Security Council Resolution 1701, 
establishing the cessation of hostilities. To this end, they maintain 55 
positions throughout the 1,000 km2 area of operations, bordered by the 
Litani River to the north and the Blue Line to the south.

O  DEMINING 
– Since 2006, 142,300 m2 of land have been cleared 

on the Blue Line.
    –33,000 explosive devices and 6,700 mines have been 
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SIRYA

ISRAEL

SPAIN’S 15 YEARS IN 
LEBANON

>27.500 Troops deployed

>36 Contingents

>15 Soldiers have died

SINCE the inception of the mission, 
the Spanish Armed Forces have 

participated through Operation Libre 
Hidalgo, with around 620 military 
members. Spain leads Sector East, 
made up of some 3,500 troops from eight 
countries. Its headquarters is the Miguel 
de Cervantes military base in Marjayoun.

O  CIVILIAN-MILITARY COOPERATION 
ACTIVITIES
–689 quick impact projects. 
–Health care for 26,280 civilians.
– 7,286 students learn Spanish 
(Cervantes programme).

>10.300 BLUE HELMETS  />800 CIVILIANS  />46 COUNTRIES  
>13.500 INTERVENTIONS PER MONTH

UNIFIL Head Quarters Multinational Brigade East HQ Rapid Reaction ForceMultinational Brigade West HQ

Flags represent the countries leading the battalions in each sector

UNIFIL DEPLOYMENT

LITANI RIVER

MEDITERRANEAN SEA

SECTOR WEST

SECTOR EAST

Naqoura

Shama

Deir Kifa

Marjayoun

It is the only UN 
peacekeeping mission 
with a maritime task 

force patrolling along the 
Lebanese coast. The MTF is 
made up of ships from five 
countries with about 850 

troops. 
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