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VACCINES: 
LIFE 

INSURANCE

The Armed Forces continue 
to collaborate with Regional 

Governments in the fight against 
COVID-19

A
T the health centre in Sepúlveda (Segovia), it is time to 
vaccinate those born in 1977, 1978 and 1979. It is not 
yet 4 p.m., the time scheduled for vaccination to begin, 
but some of the town’s citizens are already waiting for 
their turn. Felix and Eloisa are among the first. “We 

didn’t know we were going to be attended to by military personnel”, 
says Felix, with his hand on his arm, pressing where he has just got 
the shot. “Thank goodness they are helping us”, adds Eloisa. This 
is her second experience with members of the Armed Forces since 
the pandemic began. “We had COVID a year ago and the follow-up 
was conducted by our soldiers. They called us every day to ask us 
how we were doing, helped us with our appointments and were 
always looking out for us”, says Felix.

It is the end of January. A group of soldiers and medical 
personnel from the Artillery Academy in Segovia have travelled to 

Mission Baluarte



April 2022 Revista Española de Defensa      23



24      Revista Española de Defensa April 2022

Sepúlveda as part of one of the 150 Mobile 
Vaccination Teams (MVTs) that the Ministry 
of Defence placed at the disposal of the 
regional governments and Ceuta and 
Melilla at the beginning of the year. They 
are part of the one thousand soldiers who 
strive to take the vaccine to every corner 
of Spain in which their help is requested.

These teams are part of the operation 
Mission Baluarte, launched in October 
2020 and reinforced at the end of 
December 2021 due to the increase in 
positive cases of the Omicron variant of 
SARS-CoV-2. In addition to these teams, 
the Defence Ministry increased the number 
of contact tracers —up to 1,500— who 
collaborate in the follow-up of those who 
test positive. This task is carried out by 
the Epidemiological Monitoring Units 
(EMUs), which are generally located 
in military bases and barracks. Since 
Mission Baluarte began, contact tracers 
have followed 6.7 million infected people 
and their close contacts; they have 
administered more than 350,000 vaccines 
and performed 1,500 disinfections.

The Ministry has also offered its two 
military hospitals in Madrid and Zaragoza 
to promote vaccination among the civilian 
population. But Mission Baluarte goes 
beyond this: the Military Emergency Unit 
(UME) disinfects facilities wherever its 
presence is requested; the Army provides 
health services with modular and large tents, 
benches, tables and support staff; and the 
Joint Cyberspace Command monitors the 
computer systems of the aforementioned 
military hospitals to prevent attacks.

VACCINATION TEAMS
So far, thirteen regional governments 
have requested mobile vaccination 
teams (MVTs) from the Defence Ministry 
(all except Madrid, Catalonia, Navarre 
and the Basque Country), as well as 
Ceuta and Melilla. As we closed this 
edition, the Valencian Community had the 
largest number of MVTs (15), followed by 
Andalusia (14). Castilla y León had eleven, 
the Balearic Islands nine, while Castilla-La 
Mancha and the Canary Islands had six 
each.

A complete MVT is made up of a driver, 
two nurse officers, a medical officer and 
the administrative or IT staff who record the 
cases. They are sometimes accompanied 
by an ambulance in case those vaccinated 
have an adverse reaction or need to be 

AT the head of the mobile vaccination team at the Artillery Academy 
in Segovia, Nurse Captain María del Carmen de los Reyes 
prepares the doses for the people attending the health centres. 

“When word gets out that the Armed Forces are here, then more people 
show up”. In fact, they have sometimes run out of vaccines. “We arrive 
with about 180 doses and we usually end up with only 30 or 40. But 
almost none of them are wasted; the vials contain six doses and we only 
discard those that are open. If they are closed, they go back into the 
fridge. Once thawed, they will last for a month”.

Before vaccinating anyone, the nurse captain makes sure it is OK 
to do so. Therefore, she checks that all the information provided by the 
person to be vaccinated is correct. To do this, she uses a system that 
collects the population’s COVID-19 data: if they have been vaccinated 
recently, if they have received all the shots, etc.  “The system records 
everything”. A few days ago, a young man, who thought he had tested 
positive, came to be vaccinated. “He had undergone a diagnostic test 
but still did not know the result. I sent him to the emergency room of 
the health centre. There they informed him that he had, indeed, tested 
positive and could not be vaccinated, and they reminded him of the 
preventive and healthcare measures he had to follow”.

>NURSE CAPTAIN MARÍA DEL CARMEN DE LOS REYES

“Once the word spreads that we 
are here, more people come”

The Defence Ministry has provided 150 
mobile vaccination teams with a total of 

1,000 soldiers to the regional governments

Mission Baluarte
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taken to hospital, taking into account that 
among those who come to be vaccinated 
there may be elderly people or patients 
with previous illnesses.

The aforementioned team from the 
Artillery Academy —consisting of the 
nurse captain— is vaccinating all over the 
province of Segovia. “We go out to the 
villages because that is where we are most 
needed”, explains nurse captain María del 
Carmen de los Reyes.

Each day they visit a different location, 
sometimes two on the same day. They 
arrive with about 200 vials. “However, 
we don’t really know how many people 
will show up”, says María. She points out 
that many are surprised to see them, but 
that everyone thanks them for the work 
they are doing. Like Beatriz and her sister 
Cristina. “I am very proud to have been 
vaccinated by our soldiers. And I have told 
them so”, says Beatriz. In Sepúlveda, the 
newly vaccinated are also grateful for the 
speed of the vaccination. “For the second 
jab, we had to go to another village and 
there were a lot of people there. We had to 

PRIVATE Samuel Álvarez knows exactly what a contact tracer 
must do. This is the second time he has taken part in Mission 
Baluarte and he affirms that the situations he has encountered 

on the other end of the phone have changed. “Now people are much 
more informed about COVID, more relaxed and, since I was called 
again in December for active duty, I have only come across two cases 
that were hospitalised. However, a year ago, we encountered many 
serious cases, some of whom, sadly, lost their lives”.

Stationed at the 48th Wing, he is part of the epidemiological 
monitoring section located at Cuatro Vientos air base, which follows 
up on positive cases in the provinces of Zamora and Ávila. “Many of 
the people we call are farmers and they ask us if they can leave their 
homes to look after their animals”, he says. In these cases, we let 
them know that they can get a safe-conduct at the nearest Guardia 
Civil station authorised to do this. Others are really upset about some 
measures: “they tell us that they don’t understand the protocols and 
try to get answers from us that we can’t give”, he says. “Every call we 
make is completely different” and “we have very little time to talk to 
those affected, especially in the sixth wave, because of the amount 
of infections”. Despite this, he argues, “we treat everyone as they 
deserve. Some need more time and we give it to them”.

>PRIVATE SAMUEL ÁLVAREZ. CONTACT TRACER

“The population is much  
better informed”
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The Operations Command coordinates Mission Baluarte, although the specific daily support is agreed 
upon between the Component Commands and the Health Departments of the regional governments
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wait for two hours. Today it was really 
quick”, they point out.

Although the population is now much 
better informed about the protocols 
they have to follow with COVID-19, 
some of them use their appointment to 
ask questions. How to download their 
COVID certificate, if they can already 
receive another dose or if they can be 
vaccinated after having been in contact 
with a person who has tested positive, 
are some of the questions they ask the 
MVTs. Service members also ask them 
a few questions before administering 
the dose, and check that their personal 
records are correct.

ACT OF RESPONSIBILITY
Defence Minister Margarita Robles 
visited some of the places where the 
Armed Forces are deployed. In all of 
them, she stressed the importance of 
vaccination, which she described as “life 
insurance” and “an act of responsibility”. 
“Our experience in military hospitals 
is that the people who have died 
were unvaccinated or had previous 
pathologies”, she said in Pontevedra.

Data indicate the effectiveness 
of coronavirus vaccines. In the sixth 
wave, mainly due to the Omicron 
variant that multiplied infections, 
vaccination has proven to be especially 
effective in protecting those who 
become infected from severe illness, 
immunised people being five times 

less likely to be admitted to hospital 
than unvaccinated people and having 
less chance of dying from the virus.

Minister Robles also visited the 
Corral de Calatrava health centre in 
Ciudad Real, accompanied by the 
Minister of Health, Carolina Darias, 
who highlighted the “collaboration, 
involvement and commitment of 
our Armed Forces” in administering 
vaccines, a job “that is saving lives”. 
She added that this is why, “Spain 
is an international benchmark in 
vaccination, thanks to the exemplary 
attitude of its citizens”. Margarita 
Robles also visited the military hospital 
in Zaragoza. There, she insisted 
once more on the importance of the 
vaccine. “I think that anyone who 
does not get vaccinated shows no 
solidarity whatsoever; you have to get 
vaccinated for yourself and for others”. 
The minister added that “sometimes 
there is a debate about rights and 
freedom. Obviously, people have 
the right not to get vaccinated but, 
in a democratic country, we must be 
responsible and show solidarity. The 
best form of democracy is to think of 
others’ rights and not just your own”.

MORE CONTACT TRACERS
Since the onset of Mission Baluarte, 
the military have not ceased to trace 
infected people and their close 
contacts. The increase in the number 

Mission Baluarte
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MOBILE VACCINATION TEAMS (MVT)

Thirteen regional governments have requested the Armed Forces to 
assist them in the immunisation of their citizens.

In addition, the Ministry of Defence has placed the military 
hospitals in Madrid and Zaragoza at the disposal of the 
regional governments.

>150 TEAMS AVAILABLE

>1.000 MILITARY MEMBERS 

>Over 350.000 VACCINES ADMINISTERED

Army, Navy and Air Force contact 
tracers reinforce the mechanisms 

used by the regional governments 
for monitoring and controlling active 
outbreaks.

EPIDEMIOLOGICAL 
MONITORING UNITS (EMU)

>1.500 CONTACT TRACERS

>8.000 CALLS PER DAY

>6,7 millions CONTACTS

(Data at 2/2/2022)
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of positive cases in the sixth wave of the 
pandemic led regional governments to 
request greater collaboration from the 
Armed Forces, reaching a total of 1,500 
men and women.

There are currently military contact 
tracers in all the regional governments, 
except for the Basque Country and 
Catalonia. One of these epidemiological 
monitoring squads is located at Cuatro 
Vientos air base, Madrid, from where 
they contact people who test positive in 
Zamora and Ávila. There are 33 military 
members involved in this task: a nurse, two 
chief officers, three section leaders and 27 
contact tracers who work from nine to nine 
in morning, afternoon and weekend shifts. 
“We have managed to make 2,000 follow-up 
calls a day”, says Captain Daniel Gómez. And 
he adds that, in general, the people they call 
are very polite. “They feel calm when they hear 
from us; they know that someone is looking 
out for them”, he says. All contact tracers 
have been trained in communication, legal 
advice and psychology. “Many volunteers 
have come forward for contact tracing 
because it is always comforting to help the 
civilian population. It is a very rewarding 
mission”, concludes the captain.

Currently, nearly 11,000 members of the 
Armed Forces are trained and available in 
case the regional governments need their 
collaboration in this task. The same is true for 
the 1,000 military personnel who make up 
the 150 mobile vaccination teams organized 
by the Defence Ministry to work hand in hand 
with civilian healthcare workers in the best 
interest of the people. Together they face the 
challenge of speeding up the inoculation of 
vaccines to curb this pandemic.

Elena Tarilonte
Photos: Hélène Gicquel

SINCE the onset of the CO-
VID-19 pandemic in March 
2020, the Armed Forces’ 
contribution in support of 

society has not ceased. First, through 
Operation Balmis and, shortly af-
terwards, as a result of the second 
wave of cases and infections, with 
Operation Mission Baluarte.

Following the agreement reached 
at the Conference of Presidents on 22 
December, in light of the high trans-
missibility of the Omicron variant of 
SARS-CoV-2 and the proven effecti-
veness of the vaccine, as well as its 
usefulness in reducing hospitalisa-
tions and deaths, the health authori-
ties considered it appropriate to ac-
celerate the pace of vaccination in all 
age groups with the booster shot. In 
this context, the Health Ministry as-
ked the Defence Ministry to support 
the National Vaccination Plan in those 
regional governments and cities re-
questing it.

The support provided is further 
proof of the readiness and availability 
of the Armed Forces and their Military 
Health Service to help out in whatever 
the population may need in difficult 
times and to strengthen the Spanish 
health system in the current pande-
mic. For their part, the Spanish people 
have demonstrated a great sense of 
responsibility, responding once again 
with massive attendance at vaccina-
tion centres to get their booster shots.

In order to deliver such support, 
the Ministry of Defence reinforced the 
capabilities of Mission Baluarte by pro-
viding 150 Mobile Vaccination Teams 
(MVTs), with a total of around 1,000 
military members. MVTs are made up 
of personnel from the Army, Navy, Air 
Force and the Military Emergency Unit. 
In addition, the Inspectorate General 

for Defence Health has offered the 
Defence hospitals in Madrid and Zara-
goza as regional vaccination centres to 
support those regional governments.

These teams consist of medical 
staff from the Military Medical Corps 
and support personnel, who are ca-
refully selected and trained to fulfil the 
tasks entrusted to them under the 
COVID-19 vaccination plan approved 
by the Interterritorial Council of the 
National Healthcare System.

For the transfer of equipment and 
personnel, these MVTs are provided 
with suitable vehicles, as well as equi-
pment for the preservation of the va-
ccines, from the time they are picked 
up at the supply point designated by 
the regional government to the time 
they reach the vaccination point. Pro-
vision is also made for the necessary 
administrative management facilita-
ting the transfer of data to the Natio-
nal Immunization Registry.

If the vaccination point is not ma-
naged by a physician or does not 
have an Advanced Life Support Team, 
the MVT will have to work in coordina-
tion with the corresponding services 
of the regional government in order to 
have both.

Thirteen regional governments as 
well as Ceuta and Melilla requested 
the reinforcement of their vaccination 
plans with MVTs in their vaccination 
points (healthcare centres, retire-
ment homes, home care, educational 
centres, etc.) to deal with daily ap-
pointments. Regional governments 
along with Ceuta and Melilla devise 
both the organisational strategy for 
appointments and the geographical 
location of the vaccination points. The 
number of doses delivered by these 
teams in early February 2022 already 
exceeded 250,000.

Readiness  
and availability 
in difficult times
>  Major General Juan José Sánchez Ramos 

Inspector General for Defence Health

The population 
appreciates the work 
of the Armed Forces 

on vaccinations, 
contact identification 

and contact tracing
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