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The UME was 
the first to arrive 
in Morocco with 

a team of 56

Battalion (BIEM IV) in Zaragoza on 2 
October 2023 to express her gratitude for 
the intervention of its personnel in Morocco. 
“I only have words of appreciation and 
gratitude. Whenever there is a tragedy, the 
UME is always there, and I want to thank 
you for your efforts, for always keeping 
the Spanish flag flying high, and for the 
humanity you infuse into everything you 
do”. The Minister stressed that the fact 
that there may have been no survivors 
“does not in any way diminish what you 
have done, which is to help civilians in 
a situation of great risk”. The King of 
Morocco, Mohammed VI, also thanked the 
UME in a letter. “I was personally moved, 
as were all the Moroccan people, by the 
active and effective participation of your 
rescue team, alongside your Moroccan 
brothers who, side by side, devoted all their 
efforts and resources to the search and 
rescue operations following the devastating 
earthquake”. In a statement, Mohamed VI 
said he was “proud and grateful” for the 
UME’s “generous participation”, which 
“embodies the depth of the solid and 
fraternal bonds of effective solidarity that 
unite the Spanish and Moroccan peoples”.

SEARCH AND RESCUE TEAM
The powerful 6.8-magnitude earthquake in 
the North African country caused damage 
and collapsed buildings in nine prefectures 

around the city of Marrakech. It was felt in 
several neighbouring countries, including 
Mauritania, Portugal and parts of southern 
Spain. The earthquake was followed by 
more than 30 aftershocks, ranging in 
magnitude from 3.4 to 5.1. After Morocco 
accepted Spain’s offer, the UME sent a 
search and rescue team of 46 soldiers from 
the BIEM IV and a coordination team of 
ten people from the General Headquarters 
(UMEDAT) to the area, along with four dogs 
from the canine team and various equipment 
and technical means such as geophones, 
telescopic cameras and ground-penetrating 
radars. They also carried tools for cutting 
and perforating very hard structures, such as 
reinforced concrete, and means for detecting 
possible toxic or explosive substances.

These specialists had already worked in 
earthquakes in Haiti, Lorca (Spain), Nepal, 
Ecuador, Mexico, and most recently in 
Turkey in February this year, where they 
found six people alive under the rubble.

The UME team departed from 
Zaragoza airbase in the early afternoon of 
10 September in an A400M aircraft of the 
Spanish Air and Space Force. As the first 
international group to arrive at Marrakech 
airport, the UME troops were responsible 
for organising the Reception and Departure 
Centre (RDC) until the UNDAC team was 
established. The RDC’s role was to receive 
USAR teams entering the disaster area, 

Margarita Robles, in Zaragoza, Spain, thanks the UME military team for their help in the rescue efforts 
following the earthquake in Morocco.

A “delicate and sad” task, but one that was appreciated by both the civilian population and the 
authorities, “who showed us their gratitude at all times”, said Major Enrique Bascuas.
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coordinate them in support of the local 
authorities, and provide them with the 
necessary instructions and situational 
updates for their deployment.

USAR teams from the UK, Qatar and 
the United Arab Emirates joined the rescue 
effort, as did other Spanish troops from the 
Civil Guard, the Catalan Fire Brigade, the 
Madrid Regional Emergency Response 
Team (ERICAM) and the Granada Fire 
Brigade. From the town of Azmimir, 
where the base of operations was set up, 
teams moved out to search for people in 
various locations in the region, including 
Imi N’Tala, Ait Hmid, Talat N’Yaaqoub and 
the Anougal area. In total, the UME carried 
out fifteen search and rescue operations, 
sometimes working in mixed teams with 

the British. “Our mission is to find and 
rescue survivors. That’s our greatest 
motivation. We never lose hope. That’s 
what we’re here for and our greatest wish 
is to find survivors and rescue them”, 
said Brigadier Alberto Vázquez upon his 
arrival in the area. “Time is against us, but 
we must keep in mind that on previous 
occasions, such as the earthquake in 
Turkey, we managed to rescue people 
who had been trapped for many more 
days”, he added. Reaching the most 
remote villages was also difficult because 
the roads were completely destroyed and 
there was heavy traffic on the highways, 
which made it difficult for cars to pass.

Víctor Hernández
Photos: Alberto Vázquez/UME

The UME sent geophones, telescopic cameras 
and ground-penetrating radars.

Members of the Spanish team search for people trapped in the rubble in a village affected by the earthquake in the south of Marrakech.
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A T the dawn of an ever-evolving geopolitical era, NATO, 
the world’s most powerful political and military alliance, 
faces a new reality. This article examines the issues fa-
cing NATO and suggests ways to modernize and adapt 
the Alliance to meet current and future security challen-

ges. From the need to rethink defense strategy and capability deve-
lopment to expanding cooperation with new partners, this analysis 
highlights the steps needed to strengthen NATO’s edge in a digital 
world. With a focus on innovation, agility, and multi-domain capabili-
ties, it aims to chart a solid path for NATO’s transformation to ensure 
its relevance and resilience in the decades ahead. 

NAVIGATING THE NEW REALITY
In the fast evolving global security environment, NATO faces a 
number of complex situations that have reshaped the dynamics of 
international relations. The emergence of new global challenges has 
contributed to an uncertain and diverse security landscape.

Over the past 20 years, the rapid development of space, 
cyberspace, artificial intelligence and autonomous weapon systems 
has opened up new avenues for state and non-state actors to 
project power and wage unconventional warfare. The threat of 
cyber-attacks, disinformation campaigns and the weaponization 

of emerging technologies has increased the importance of 
cybersecurity and raised concerns about the vulnerability of critical 
infrastructure and the resilience of our societies. These dynamics 
have intensified competition for influence, resources and strategic 
advantage, leading to heightened tensions and rivalries. Russia, 
terrorist groups, and wider challenges such as China or Iran, could 
take multiple strategic paths over the next 20 years. 

In the midst of these challenges, Russia’s brutal aggression 
in Ukraine on 24 February 2022 was a wake-up call. With this 
sudden return of war on European soil, countries have realized that 
a comprehensive, proactive and cooperative approach to global 
security is now essential.  

EMBRACING CHANGE, 
A SENSE OF URGENCY 
(Part 1)

NATO faces a number of 
complex situations that have 

reshaped the dynamics of 
international relations

General Philippe Lavigne
Supreme Allied Commander Transformation

ANALYSIS
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Fortunately, NATO Allies are ahead of the game. At the Madrid 
Summit, they agreed a fundamental shift in our deterrence and 
defense, with new propositions of plans to dedicate specific forces 
to defend any or all Allies, higher readiness, more stocks and 
more pre-positioned equipment. The refocusing of our posture 
on collective defense begins at the operational level, with regional 
plans, and continues throughout the capability process: new force 
model, force structure requirements, C2, infrastructure... constantly 
updated in the light of lessons learned and, in particular, the 
Ukrainian ones.

Nearly 75 years after its founding, NATO is more relevant than 
ever. At Norfolk, the role of Supreme Allied Command Transformation 
is to ensure that NATO maintains its edge. And a big part of that is 
being best equipped to deal with what I call the new reality.

WHAT’S NEW IN THE NEW REALITY? 
MORE, FASTER, EVERYWHERE
The basic nature of warfare and its principles —clash of wills, 
force, friction, the fog of war, and centers of gravity— have held 
true for centuries. And as General Milley, Chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, explains, the nature of war is unlikely to change; 
but its character continues to evolve, and so must the Alliance’s 

approach to warfare. The “new reality” is a highly dynamic strategic 
environment that we need to understand every moment and whose 
immediate trends we can deduce in order to confront them with our 
own strategic vision.

In warfare, I define this “new reality” as an unprecedented level 
of speed, intensity, and agility that is changing the nature of conflict 
and threatening traditional notions of security. It is characterized by 
three words: more, faster, and everywhere. 

“More” refers to the proliferation and abundance of advanced 
technologies that are reshaping the global security landscape, as 
well as the exponential growth of data fueled by the digital revolution. 
“More” can also be applied to conventional military capabilities, as 
Russia’s war in Ukraine challenges the ability of our production 
models to support high-intensity attrition and consumption. The 
term “more” also refers to the confirmed return of hard power as a 
credible and viable option for an expansionist Russia. In response, 
the Allies must have strong military capabilities that provide effective 
deterrence and defense.

A credible, modernized nuclear deterrence remains the 
cornerstone of the Alliance’s security strategy, not only to deter 
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aggression but also to underpin the Alliance’s unwavering resolve to 
preserve peace and stability and to defend its members and their 
shared values.

For us, confronting more hard power also means having more 
conventional capabilities, while maintaining an intelligent balance 
between offense and defense. It also means being able to play the 
full range of available options, combining them in a mix of hard and 
soft power, and managing the dynamics of escalation. 

The second term, “faster”, emphasizes the speed at which actions 
and reactions occur in this new reality. Hypersonic weapons, for 
example, pose significant challenges to existing defense systems, 
reducing response times and compressing decision windows. The 
emergence of quantum computing 
offers unprecedented processing power, 
potentially enabling adversaries to break 
encryption, compromise secure networks 
and disrupt critical infrastructure. 

The third word, “everywhere”, reflects 
the expanding reach and impact of these 
new technologies, and the boundless 
and simultaneous consequences of 
the induced threats, in the wake of the 
deliberations on “hybrid warfare” that had 
led up to the Wales Summit in 2014. The 
traditional domains of land, sea, and air are 

converging and expanding into space, a new arena for competition and 
even confrontation. Furthermore, conflict zones are no longer confined 
to physical battlefields; they are extending into the information and cyber 
domains, where state-sponsored hacking, ransomware attacks, and 
disinformation campaigns can have far-reaching consequences. The 
interconnectedness of global systems, including transportation, energy, 
and communications networks, increases the potential for cascading 
effects and disruptions on a global scale.

So, what NATO can do to face the new reality? For sure, the 
combination of more advanced technologies, faster capabilities 
and ubiquitous reach require innovative approaches to security. 
In addition, for our democracies, those of NATO and its partners, 
there is the added challenge of addressing the ethical implications 

of emerging technologies and developing 
robust common decision-making 
mechanisms that can keep pace with 
the ever-increasing agility of potential 
adversaries, who don’t play by the same 
rules...

Ultimately, this complex set of needs 
and capabilities must be condensed into 
a tool for managing escalation and de-
escalation dynamics at the service of the 
political leadership, so that it is able to 
manage the level of tension using all the 
levers at its disposal.

ANALYSIS

The “new reality” 
is changing the 

nature of conflict 
and threatening 

traditional notions 
of security
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TARGET: MULTI-DOMAIN
SELECTED WEAPON: DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION 
RESILIENCE SHIELD: ACTIVATED 
In response to the evolving global security challenges characterized 
by the new reality of speed, intensity and agility, NATO has recognized 
the need to adapt and maintain its edge by heading towards a Multi-
Domain Operations-enabled Alliance. This approach will enable NATO 
to effectively address multiple threats across the five operational 
domains of land, sea, air, space and cyberspace, while synchronizing 
the military instrument of power (MIoP) with others. In short, NATO Allied 
Forces must become stronger and more agile, ready and mobile, and 
more interoperable. Today’s conflicts and threats transcend traditional 
boundaries and require a multi-dimensional response. The introduction 
of Multi-Domain Operations (MDO) will give NATO greater credibility 
in deterring and defending. By integrating capabilities, information 
and decision-making across domains and environments, NATO can 
project a more comprehensive and robust posture to shape and 
contest. MDO will enable NATO to synchronize its efforts and exploit 
synergies between activities, with 
more agile and effective decision-
making that presents political 
leaders with response options 
capable of creating dilemmas for 
adversaries.

To complete this multi-domain 
approach, it is important that 
NATO constantly learns from 
what is happening. In Ukraine, for 
example, we have been impressed 
by the resilience that the men and 
women, both civilian and military, 
are demonstrating on a daily basis. 
Likewise, NATO recognizes the 
importance of building resilience, 
to anticipate, absorb, resist, adapt 
and recover from shocks and 
disruptions. First, the Alliance must 
enhance its collective resilience by 
strengthening the resilience of its 
individual members. This includes 
protecting critical infrastructure, 
improving cyber security, and 
fostering societal cohesion and 
preparedness. Then, we need 
to consolidate the Alliance’s 
resilience by deepening NATO’s 
cooperation with members and 
partners organizations, industry 

and academia. Tomorrow, NATO will have to strive for anti-fragility, not 
only withstand adversity, but also embrace change and thrive in an 
uncertain environment. We must turn challenges into opportunities; 
we must become an Alliance that uses them as catalysts for growth 
and adaptation. 

WARFIGHTING CAPSTONE CONCEPT
Layered resilience is one of NATO’s five Warfare Development 
Imperatives, along with Cognitive Superiority, Influence and Power 
Projection, Cross-Domain Command, and Integrated Multi-Domain 
Defense. These imperatives serve as the strategic pillars that 
guide NATO’s transformation efforts. They are set out in the NATO 
Warfighting Capstone Concept, a strategic document endorsed 
by Allies at the highest level of political leadership in 2021. Layered 
resilience describes the role that armed forces can play in each layer 
(military, civilian, civil and military) of resilience. Cognitive Superiority 
emphasizes the need for NATO to thoroughly understand the operating 
environment, including adversaries’ intentions to target the human 

brain and “hack” our perceptions, 
and to deny them to do so. 
Influence and Power Projection 
involves positively shaping the 
operating environment while 
creating dilemmas for adversaries. 
Cross-Domain Command enables 
NATO commanders to integrate 
capabilities across domains 
quickly and effectively, ensuring 
efficient decision-making and 
synchronized operations. And 
Integrated Multi-Domain Defense 
emphasizes the protection of 
NATO’s integrity and freedom of 
action. By integrating defense 
capabilities and strategies across 
all domains, NATO aims to deter 
and defeat potential threats to 
its member nations, ensuring 
the Alliance’s ability to maintain 
security and respond decisively.

Taken together, these five 
Warfare Development Imperatives 
provide a comprehensive frame- 
work for NATO to enhance its 
capabilities, adapt to emerging 
challenges and ensure the security 
and resilience of its member states 
in the context of the new reality. 

NATO Allied Forces must become stronger and more 
agile, ready and mobile, and more interoperable
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THE combined and joint exercise Estrella Austral 2023, 
which took place in early August in Chile, offered the 
various participating forces the opportunity to improve 

the interoperability of their special operations units. The 
exercise took place in scenarios with different climates and 
terrain, from the desert of northern Chile and its mountainous 
area in the Antofagasta area, through the Pacific coast, 
in Quintero, to the southern region of Punta Arenas. In 
Antofagasta, both the Joint Special Operations Command 
(MCOE) and the Parachute Sapper Squadron climbed Cerro 
Vicuña Mackenna (3,114 metres) and conducted several 
exercises, including urban combat, firing, mobility, and 
advanced life support assistance, as well as Joint Terminal 

Attack Controller exercises. In the town of Rancagua, the 
Joint Special Operations Command (MCOE) was integrated 
into the Joint Combined Special Operations Component 
Command, where it provided advice in the area of intelligence 
and targeting. The exercise included, among other scenarios, 
the rescue of a kidnapped individual; the neutralisation of 
paramilitary groups’ capacity to supply ammunition, weapons 
and food; and the transmission of security messages to the 
civilian population in areas where these groups were active. In 
Valparaíso, along with the Chilean Navy, the Spanish Navy’s 
Special Naval Warfare Force (FGNE) team, played an active 
role in assaulting a ship that contained a substantial cache of 
paramilitary weapons, used for the exchange of oil.
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Colombia hosted the South American 
Defence Conference 2023 (SOUTHDEC). 
The event, held in Cartagena from 22 to 24 
August 2023, brought together eleven chiefs 
of staff of South American armed forces. 
Other senior European military officials were 
also present, invited as observers, including 
the Spanish Chief of Defence Staff (CHOD), 

CHOD in 
Colombia
Adm. López Calderón attends the 
South American Defence Conference

Southern Command that aims to strengthen 
partnerships, examine challenges, share 
lessons learned and enhance cooperation 
on security and defence issues. Argentina, 
Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Guyana, Paraguay, 
Peru, Suriname, the United States and 
Uruguay participated in the conference, 
while Canada, France, the Netherlands, 
Spain and the Inter-American Defence 
Board attended as observers. This 
executive-level discussion forum addressed 
issues related to the evolution of the regional 
threat environment in South America and 
the protection of critical infrastructures in the 
cyber domain. They also analysed the role 
of the military in combating climate change 
and defending the environment.

Admiral General Teodoro López Calderón 
(pictured, with General Helder Fernán Giraldo 
Bonilla, Commander of the Colombian Armed 
Forces). SOUTHDEC is an annual regional 
security forum hosted by the United States 

Exercise Estrella Austral
Special operations in Chile
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NATO’s Rapid Deployable Corps 
Headquarters in Bétera, Spain, has 
hosted Exercise Valiant Lynx 2023, the 
largest exercise this year for HQ NRDC-
SP. For two weeks in October, 450 service 
members from this HQ, its support units as 
well as those from NATO countries were 
able to test a command post concept with 
new procedures and use state-of-the-art 
technology to adapt to the new challenges. 

The most significant novelties have 
been the installation of a modular command 
post with adapted internal procedures 
and the use of a new command and  
control tool. 

In the course of Valiant Lynx, hundreds 
of incidents based on a fictitious scenario 
were simulated in order to force decision-
making. Although conducted at various 
locations, the core of the exercise was 
at General Almirante military base in 
Marines. With this type of exercise, HQ 
NRDC-SP wishes to be at the forefront 
of the new procedures and a reference in 
NATO’s Force Structure. 

A number of military authorities, both 
Spanish and from other NATO countries, 
came to Bétera to see first-hand how 
the exercise was being conducted and 
executed. 

Among them was the Chief of Defence 
Staff, Teodoro López Calderón, who 
attended the closing day.

THE EU Cyber Commanders 
Conference –CyberCo– held 
in Madrid from 25 to 27 

October 2023 resulted in a number 
of agreements on key issues that 
will serve to lay the foundations for 
cooperation based on mutual trust, 
willingness and common interest. 

The meeting, within the Spanish 
Presidency of the EU, was led by the 
Commander of the Joint Cyberspace 
Command, Major General Rafael 
García Hernández, and inaugurated 
by the Chief of Defence Staff, Admiral 
General Teodoro López Calderón. 
He underscored that these meetings 
are essential to establish elements of 
coordination common to all the allies. 

He also pointed out that cyberspace 
is the fifth domain in the planning of 
any military operation and even in the 
national security scheme, which affects 
all levels, from the strategic to the tactical, 
including the operational level. “We are 
not fighting traditional combatants”, 
he added, “the defence spectrum is 
expanding to include multiple domains, 
such as the protection against the 
different kinds of cyber-attacks that may 

occur. In addition, we are influenced 
and under constant threat due to the 
disinformation and massive spread of 
fake news by our rivals”. 

The main decision agreed during 
the meeting was to outline and design 
a classified system for information 
exchange and to come up with a 
roadmap and concept that precisely 
defines CyberCo’s responsibilities 
within the European Union. 

For this purpose, it is essential to 
take into account the points of view and 
experiences of allied countries such 
as France, Germany, Italy, Belgium 
and Poland, as well as the important 
know-how provided by the European 
Defence Agency and the European 
Union Military Staff. 

Coinciding with the Conference, for 
the first time this year, the EU Cyber 
Commanders met with the Ibero-
American Cyber Defence Forum, 
which are two organisations in which 
Spain is present and serves as a 
liaison between the two. The meeting 
was an opportunity to join forces 
and pool resources and practical  
cooperation capabilities.

European Union cyber commanders
Meeting in Madrid within the framework of the Spanish presidency
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In mid-September 2023, the 23 members 
of the 43rd Air Force Group, with two 
aircraft, along with the nine members 
of the Military Emergency Unit (UME) 
that joined the EU Civil Protection 
Mechanism –RescEU–, returned to 
Spain to extinguish the huge fire that was 
devastating Greece. 

The mission of the 43rd Group was 
undertaken by the ‘Salamanca’ and 
‘Santiago de Compostela’ detachments, 
each of which sent one aircraft and two 
full crews, plus ground support personnel. 
By the time this unit had finished its work, 
it had completed 62 firefighting flying 

IN response to Slovenia’s request for assistance 
from NATO and the European Union following 
the torrential rains and extensive flooding that 

hit two-thirds of the country in mid-August, Spain 
provided support by sending a CH-47 Foxtrot 
Chinook helicopter from the Spanish Army’s 
Airmobile Forces (FAMET). It was the first time 
that the most modern version of this helicopter 
operated on missions abroad. 

In less than 24 hours, a 20-strong crew, 
including pilots and mechanics, was deployed to 
Ljubljana along with the helicopter. 

During the deployment, the service members 
assisted in various tasks, including building 
containment dikes to protect the population from 
potential floods, providing food and drinking 
water, and transporting building materials, tools 
and agricultural machinery to isolated areas 
(pictured). 

After a week of work, the team returned to their 
base in Colmenar Viejo (Madrid), where they were 
bid farewell by the local population with numerous 
expressions of affection and gratitude.

Assistance to Slovenia
Chinook helicopter helps in severe floods

hours and 130 water discharges, with 
some 800,000 litres. 

The extinguishing work lasted until 7 
September due to the enormous extent 
of the fire, which, with 90,000 hectares 

Aid to Greece
Means for extinguishing large fires

burned, is considered to be the largest 
fire on record in the EU. The Spanish 
Armed Forces also helped this summer 
in extinguishing several fires in Portugal  
and Tunisia.
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Around 450 service members, mostly 
from the 7th Airborne Light Infantry 
Brigade Galicia (BRILAT VII) and some 
150 vehicles –both combat and logistical 
support vehicles– travelled to Slovakia 
to take part in NATO exercise Strong 
Cohesion 23-II, which was held at Lest 
training area throughout November. 
In addition to Spain, soldiers from the 
Czech Republic, Slovenia, Slovakia and 
Germany also participated.

The objective of this exercise was 
to implement the logistical deployment/
withdrawal capability of a contingent, 
as well as to unify and standardise 
techniques, tactics and procedures with 
the other participating countries. Likewise, 
interoperability tests were carried out 
regarding command and control systems 
and mutual knowledge with these allied 
countries.

“We want to contribute effectively to 
the Alliance’s new deterrence concept. 
The mission entrusted to us is to train in 
force projection, develop interoperability, 
train at brigade level and withdraw”, 
explained BRILAT commander, Brigadier 
General Alfonso Pardo de Santayana.  
The force projection was carried out until 
6 November, and the withdrawal between 
16 and 30 November.

BRILAT in 
Slovakia
Spain contributes 450 soldiers 
and 150 vehicles to NATO exercise 
Strong Cohesion 2023
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FRANCE organised the 4th edition 
of this Military Championship 
(IDRC) in which for the first 

time Spain was able to measure itself 
against the top rugby teams in the 
world. The military team that was to 
represent Spain in the international 
competition assembled at the Military 
Mountain and Special Operations 
School (EMMOE) in Jaca (Spain). 
They departed from there to the 
military facilities of the French Army’s 
Information and Communication 
Systems Command (COMSIC) located 
in Cesson-Sévigné, near Rennes, 
which became the Spanish team’s 
operating base. On 16 August 2023 
in Pontivy, formerly Napoleonville, 
the championship opened with the 
participation of twelve countries: 
Australia, Fiji, France, Georgia, 

Ireland, Japan, the Netherlands, New 
Zealand, Spain, Tonga, the United 
Kingdom and Uzbekistan.

In the end, France emerged 
victorious with the world trophy 
after having defeated two-time 
champions Fiji, while Spain secured a 
commendable 11th position. A modest 
but hard-fought result, and difficult to 
surpass given the high level of the 
teams participating in this prestigious 
international event. 

The chief general of the COMSIC, 
in his farewell speech, emphasised 
the chivalry of the Spaniards and 
encouraged them to feel proud for 
having set the bar so high. 

In particular, the players were 
praised for their defensive tenacity 
against very strong teams and their 
constant fighting spirit.

World Military Rugby 
Championship

Spain participates for the first time
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T HE military coup d’état in Gabon is another of this 
century’s numerous overthrows on the African continent. 
Specifically, from 2011 to 2019, there was less than one 
coup per year. However, from the beginning of 2020 until 
today, the number has risen to eight, six of which have 

resulted in a change of political regime. The Sahel region bears the 
brunt of this statistic. Guinea-Conakry, Burkina Faso, Mali, Niger and 
Sudan form a ring of states, stretching from the Atlantic to the Red 
Sea, which are currently governed by military juntas.

However, it cannot be concluded that the continent is going 
through the most violent stage in its history. There are no open 
conflicts between states, nor is there a current crisis that can be 
compared to, say, the Rwandan genocide or the two Congo wars 
(the second of which was called the “African World War”), which were 
caused by border demarcation disputes during the decolonization 
processes (a common factor in many conflicts in Africa).

These coup movements certainly impact our strategic 
neighbourhood in the South, and they underscore how immature 
and underdeveloped democratic governance structures are 
in some countries. Moreover, they reveal how little resilience 

these societies have to threats resulting from climate change 
(migration, hunger, drought, etc.), the economy (energy, 
sustainable development, financing, etc.), health (infant mortality, 
endemic diseases, pandemics, etc.) and security (terrorism, 
ethnic strife, inter-community violence, rivalry in the exploitation of  
natural resources, etc.).

DEVELOPMENT AID
Sub-Saharan Africa and, in particular, the Sahel, are acquiring greater 
geopolitical relevance on the international stage and also in Spain’s 
foreign policy. Spain is a security provider and its model focuses on 
building confidence in its environment. It is centred on the Africa III 
Plan (2019), whose objectives are to promote peace and security, 
sustainable development, institutional strengthening and regulated 
mobility, by efficiently mobilising resources from Spanish society and 
partner countries, in an attempt to create a synergy of efforts.

The Plan involved a change in perspective: from considering the 
region as just a beneficiary of development aid to treating it as an 
equal. In fact, the Plan assesses the immense potential presented 
by its geographical size, abundance of natural resources, vast areas 
of arable land, young population, spectacular population growth 
and presence of critical minerals for the green transition.

Spain is also aligned with the European Union’s policies in the 
region. Within the general framework of relations between the EU 
and Africa (Cotonou Agreements and the Joint Africa-EU Strategy), 
a regional strategy has been established with the Sahel region, 
which focuses on four main lines: development; good governance 

The coup epidemic  
in the Sahel
Colonel Carlos Latorre Darde
Division for Security and Defence Coordination and Studies (DICOES)
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“Where leadership is coveted and contested  
there can be no good governance and discord  
will prevail”

 Plato
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and internal conflict resolution; political and diplomatic security and 
the rule of law; and the fight against violent extremism.

The EU’s Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) 
collaborates with this strategy by developing structures under the 
Strategic Compass and by using the European Peace Facility. 
The Council, for instance, adopted an assistance measure under 
the European Peace Facility worth €11.75 million to support the 
Beninese Armed Forces. The measure will, in particular, focus on 
supporting Operation Mirador deployed in the northern parts of 
Benin since 2022.

Between 2021 and 2027, the EU Global Gateway investment 
scheme, in partnership with the European Investment Bank and the 
European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, will mobilise 
up to €150 billion for Africa. 
Between 2022 and 2024, 
the Peace Facility will provide 
€600 million to support 
the African Union (AU), as 
well as an additional €20 
million for the Multinational 
Joint Task Force (MNJTF) 
deployed in the Lake Chad 
region for its fight against 
the jihadist organisation 
Boko Haram. Other 
initiatives on the ground 
are centred on international 

missions aimed at reforming the security sector (governance, 
internal security, defence, justice system, prison system, etc.) and 
training and equipping military units (EUTM missions). The Sahel is 
therefore a priority area for all of these measures.

Despite this security and development aid, there is a growing 
international disaffection of the African governments with the so-
called first world. Africans believe that the West did not provide 
enough assistance to Africa during the COVID-19 pandemic, and 
that the West’s steadfast support for Ukraine is a far cry from the 
scant support provided to African states in crisis.

MORE TERRORISM, LESS DEMOCRACY
The fall of the Libyan regime in 2011 brought about a change in 
the dynamics of terrorist groups in the region by giving them 

quick access to heavy 
weaponry and the capacity 
to transport it into conflict 
areas through the porous 
borders of the Sahel. This 
lucrative trade has played 
a crucial role in increasing 
violence and social unrest 
in the region, fuelling 
conflict, inter-communal 
disputes and terrorism. The 
proliferation of illicit arms 
trafficking has strengthened 
armed regional actors, 
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which has seriously impacted the security in the area. In addition, 
traffickers share routes with those used by other illegal smugglers of 
goods and with internal migratory movements.

As a result, according to the Global Terrorism Index (GTI), the 
Sahel has become the global epicentre of jihadist terrorism. For the 
third year in a row, it is the region with the worst results in the world. 
With 2,270 attacks and 8,305 casualties in 2022, this geographical 
area accounts for one in three fatalities. Sub-Saharan Africa accounts 
for 72% of attacks and 75% of casualties; these numbers have 
increased from 58% and 47%, respectively, compared to the previous 
year. Mali and Burkina Faso, with 40% of all the attacks, were the two 
countries most hit by the terrorism of the territorial branches of Daesh 
and Al-Qaeda, followed by the Lake Chad basin, where the Boko 
Haram group and organisations linked to Daesh operate.

The other critical aspect to bear in mind is the level of consolidation 
of their democratic structures. According to the Ibrahim Index of 
African Governance (IIAG), Libya, Mali, Niger, Nigeria and Benin have 
the worst levels of deterioration of their systems, with Mauritania and 
The Gambia showing slight positive trends. 

In general, with the exception of Mauritania, most Sahel states fail 
in terms of security and the rule of law; however, aid foundations are 
making progress in opening up chances for economic development 
(except Mali).

This climate of rising terrorist activity and the deterioration of the 
democratic structures is the perfect breeding ground for especially 
violent demonstrations and social uprisings against governments, 
as they are ill-equipped to meet the security needs and future 
expectations of the population, in particular, the younger generations. 
This often prompts groups in the armed forces to react by taking up 
arms and supplanting political power with the promise of creating a 
secure environment, effectively combating terrorism and facilitating 
the welfare of the population.

Concern about growing insecurity in Africa is also reflected in 
NATO’s Strategic Concept, adopted in Madrid in 2022. It states that 
conflict and instability in Africa directly affect the security of allies 
and partners. NATO’s southern neighbourhood faces interconnected 
security, demographic, economic and political challenges, which are 
aggravated by the impact of climate change, fragile institutions, 
health emergencies and food insecurity. This environment favours 
the proliferation of non-state armed groups, terrorism, the 
instrumentalisation of migration, etc., and facilitates the destabilising 
interference of new strategic competitors.

Each of the successful coups in the Sahel has a different typology 
and motivation. Their consolidation over time has come about through 
social acceptance, which they all have as a common denominator. 
The population’s disengagement from their rulers is evident. Over 
time, military juntas have become more and more entrenched due 
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to a combination of factors such as demands for sovereignty (the 
mere act of displaying French anti-colonialist sentiment unites a 
significant part of the population of countries with a similar past) and 
weariness towards democratic regimes with serious shortcomings 
that have failed to deliver even the most basic services. Additionally, 
the potential sanctions imposed by the African Union or the creation of 
mechanisms to intervene militarily in the country do not seem to deter 
coup movements either.

African government officials are not entirely to blame. Their 
governments do what they can and often do not have the necessary 
tools at their disposal. In the words of Meles Zenawi, former prime 
minister of Ethiopia, “governing a country in Africa is 
like running in front of an avalanche” because, 
on the one hand, the people demand 
jobs, security, education, healthcare, 
etc., but on the other, there are no 
financial mechanisms available 
to meet these needs. Even 
in natural resource-rich 
countries, the exploitation 
systems only provide 
benefits to a minority, 
as they are usually 
based on concessions 
to multinationals, 
misappropriation and 
the establishment of 
business networks in 
tax havens, which often 
result in outright plunder.

OTHER 
INTERNATIONAL 
ACTORS
In geopolitics, the absence of one 
actor provokes the incorporation of 
another. Russia and China have a 
significant presence in Africa and 
are actively working to expand their 
sphere of influence by using various 
strategies. The paradox  arises when the African Union’s 
motto, “African solutions for African countries”, which rigorously 
applies to colonial powers and, by extension, to all Western actors, is 
not applied in the same way to other groups. African states are offered 
solutions by China –on security and defence aspects– and Russia –in 
trade relations and natural resource exploitation–. However, in reality, 
these solutions often result in interference in military operations or 
unpayable debt traps that weaken the sovereignty and autonomy of 
African governments.

Particularly significant is the growing influence of the Russian 
Wagner group in the Sahel, which has negotiated agreements with 
Mali, the Central African Republic, Libya and others. Quite revealing in 
this regard are the remarks made by Russian foreign minister Sergey 

Lavrov a few days after the group’s rebellion and in relation to the 
Ukrainian war last June, stating that this ‘incident’ would not affect 
Russia’s commitment to the African countries.

CONCLUSIONS
International organisations such as the EU, NATO and the AU are 
deeply concerned about the future of the African continent and are 
actively working to alleviate the deteriorating situation, something in 
which their member states are also very much involved. A testament 
to this is the great amount of multilateral and bilateral activities that 
are carried out with African countries. What happens in Africa, and 

especially in the Sahel, is not alien to us and has a very direct impact 
on a globalised and interdependent world. There are 

countless initiatives, but much remains to be 
done. In this regard, the main challenge is 

to make the African continent a safe 
and developed place, where the 

population enjoys acceptable 
standards of freedom and 

well-being, and reasonable 
expectations for the future.

The international 
community will have 
to take short-term 
action to alleviate the 
population’s human 
suffering, while in the 
medium and long 
term, they will need to 
establish democratic 

structures that will give 
them the authority and 

financial instruments to 
develop policies that will 

allow them to address the 
various crises they have to face. 
This will also prevent social 

support for demonstrations, revolts 
and coups d’état that further destabilise 

institutions.

Spain, with troops deployed in Mali, remains committed and 
expectant, waiting for a strategic opportunity that will at least allow 
for dialogue. The empathy of our soldiers with the local population, 
their respect for a different culture, the promotion of human security 
and our own experience in operations abroad will help us in this effort.
Regarding the stability of governance in the Sahel countries, it remains to 
be seen whether the current wave of coups is only a temporary epidemic 
that will spread across countries, or whether, on the contrary, another 
global rivalry between autocratic and democratic systems of government 
is about to begin. In the short term, the former are more expeditious 
and decisive when dealing with one-dimensional problems, while in the 
long term, the latter are more resilient and effective when dealing with 
multidisciplinary problems.
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T
HE Spanish Ministry of Defence 
has published the new Defence 
Industrial Strategy (DIS 2023), 
which fully updates the previous 
one of 2015. As quoted by the 

acting Secretary of State for Defence 
(SEDEF), María Amparo Valcarce, in its 
presentation, “this document is a reference 
guide for the industrial sector that provides 
criteria and guidelines to prioritise strategic 
capabilities and define the industrial 
structure of defence programmes”.

The SEDEF also stressed that the 
Strategy “helps to project Spain’s image 
abroad in the field of defence and provides 
institutional support to companies that play 
an important role in revitalising the industrial 
fabric and its strategic autonomy and 
contributing to the Europe of Defence”.

DIS 2023, which can be freely downloaded 
through the website publicaciones.defensa.
gob.es, has a time horizon of eight years 
(2023-30), in line with the future Industrial 
Policy Strategy for Spain 2030, the EU 
Multiannual Financial Framework (2021-27) 
and the spending commitment reached with 
NATO for 2029.

Along with Valcarce’s presentation, 
the Strategy includes an introduction by 
the Director General for Armament and 
Materiel, Admiral Aniceto Rosique, who 
recalls that since 2015 we have lived 
through the COVID-19 pandemic, the rise of 
an “exponential, global” technological race 
driven by digital and other emerging and 
disruptive technologies, the supply chain 
crisis, the war in Ukraine, etc. Additionally, 

A GUIDE TO BOOST 
INDUSTRY
The new Strategy allows for the prioritisation of 
capabilities and the definition of the industrial 
structure of defence programmes

overlapping with the traditional land, sea, 
and air domains, new battlefields have 
rapidly emerged, such as cyber, outer 
space and cognitive, requiring military 
capabilities that enable the armed forces 
to operate across multiple dimensions.

In order to respond to these changes in the 
global security landscape, Spain has begun 
a gradual increase in defence investment. 
The 2023 budget has been increased by 
26%, opening a new investment cycle with 
the objective of reaching 2% of GDP by 
2029, thus fulfilling the commitment made 
to NATO. Against this backdrop, the new 
Strategy seeks to “maximise the return on 
investment, positioning Spanish companies 
in the European defence market and its 
major programmes, which will constitute the 
sector’s main business in the coming years, 
and boost the industrial and technological 
fabric”. According to the publication, all 
this “will lead to greater job creation and 
promote territorial cohesion”.

DIS 2023 is permeated by values and 
commitments to sustainability (both in the 
development of the defence technological 
and industrial fabric and in economic 
growth), social commitment, transparency 
in actions and collaboration between 
institutions and the private sector.

A HIGHLY REGULATED, 
CONTROLLED SECTOR
DIS 2023 states that the defence industry 
is closely related to the concept of national 
sovereignty because of its direct relationship 
with the Ministry of Defence and the Armed 

Forces, who are on many occasions, 
the sole customer. “A very demanding 
customer”, the document points out, “that 
defines product specifications, finances 
the product life cycle from its definition, 
and regulates the market in which the 
industrial sector operates”. As a result, 
it is a highly regulated, controlled sector, 
with high barriers to entry. It is subject to 
administrative procedures for operational 
approval, product certifications and the 
certification of materials and processes.

In addition, the defence sector covers a 
wide and very diverse range of products, 
many of them are delivered through 
programmes with long development and 
delivery timelines and a large number of 
highly complex technical requirements. 
These projects are subject to high risks 
and contingencies in a highly competitive 
environment.

In Spain, there are some 400 companies 
in the defence sector creating 36,000 
jobs. Eighty percent of their turnover 
comes from exports. In the distribution by 
subsectors, 65% of sales correspond to 
the aeronautical industry, 13% to the naval 
industry, 10% to the land industry and the 
remaining 12% to other subsectors. There 
are three industrial corridors: the Northern 
Corridor, located on the Cantabrian 
coast and extending as far as Zaragoza, 
with 167 company facilities; the Central-
Mediterranean Corridor, with 394; and the 
Southern Corridor, with 124.

Defence spending by EU countries is 
the third highest globally, behind only the 

400 companies in the sector create 36,000 direct jobs

INDUSTRY AND TECHNOLOGY
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US and China. “However”, the Strategy 
notes, “largely due to the fragmentation of 
investment efforts among Member States, 
the EU as a whole is technologically 
dependent in certain areas and continues 
to rely on third party suppliers for the 
provision of critical technologies, mainly 
the US and, to a lesser extent, Israel. This 
fragmentation also results in the production 
of numerous different weapon systems, 
which is understood to lead to an 
inefficient distribution of resources at 
aggregated European level”.

The structure of the national Defence 
Technological and Industrial Base 
(DTIB) is pyramidal. Although its base 
is very broad, it has a small number 
of large companies that act as main 
contractors and exert a consolidating 
pull on the rest of the sector. As for 
the supply chain, it consists of more 
than 2,000 smaller companies, which 
supply sub-systems or components 
to prime contractors. The European 
DTIB faces a non-homogeneous 
situation and is mainly concentrated in 
Germany, Spain, France, Italy, the UK 
and Sweden.

The Strategy emphasises that 
over the last 30 years, thanks to 
an active industrial policy under the 
Ministry of Defence, the national 
DTIB has reduced its dependence on 
third parties and developed its own 
capabilities in design, production and 
maintenance. National companies 
have managed to capitalise on 
investments by the Ministry of Defence 
since the launch of the first major 
programmes in the 1990s, in terms of 
their own products and capabilities. 
Improved competitiveness translates 
into increased international presence 
and leadership of European consortia, 
both in complete weapon systems and 
in specialised product niches.

Despite this, the DIS 2023 notes 
that the size of Spain’s DTIB remains 
far behind that of its main competitors 
and partners. “Aside from the large 
influential companies”, it warns, the 

Increasing strategic autonomy, contributing 
to the Europe of Defence and strengthening the industrial base, 

are the principles of the document
national industry is fragmented and, in 
many cases, focuses on certain niche 
industrial capabilities. Thus, in some 
cases, the capabilities of firms overlap 
and duplicate each other, and in others, 
they complement each other. This 
fragmentation is a barrier to growth and 
competitiveness that must be overcome”.
The Structure claims that the sector, which 

is characterised by the high qualification of 
its professionals, faces other challenges 
such as the need to safeguard defence 
supply chains or the availability of human 
capital. In this regard, it is necessary to 
attract and retain talent, and improve the 
quality of jobs.

    OBJECTIVES
DIS 2023 is based on three principles: 
increase strategic autonomy in the 
defence industry, contribute to the Europe 
of Defence and consolidate a “competitive 
and sustainable” Spanish DTIB.

In order to ensure an effective 
implementation of the Structure, ten 
strategic pillars have been identified: 
strategic defence industrial capabilities; 
armament and materiel procurement 
programmes; transversal capacity 
building programmes; consortia and 
strategic alliances; territorial cohesion 
and distribution; new technologies and 
the digital challenge; talent attraction 
and defence culture; inter-ministerial 
coordination; international cooperation 
and external support; and industrial 
knowledge management and dialogue 
with the industry.

These pillars include 33 actions for 
their implementation. In addition, a 
DIS 2023 implementation guide will be 
prepared, which will define the goals to 
be achieved and establish indicators 
to measure the degree to which the 
objectives are fulfilled.

The following essential capabilities 
for defence have been identified: cyber 
defence, encryption and cryptography, 
tactical communications, counter-
unmanned vehicle system (c-uvs), elec- 
tronic warfare, guided munitions and 
missiles, combat cloud, airborne plat- 
forms, naval platforms, land platforms, 
sensors, simulators, anti-missile systems, 
combat/mission systems, command 
and control systems, navigation and 
control systems, propulsion systems, 
satellite observation and communication 
systems, and unmanned vehicles.

Santiago F. del Vado



Portrait of Félix de 
Azara (1805), oil on 
canvas from the Goya 
Museum collection. 
Ibercaja Foundation, 
Zaragoza.
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BRIGADIER  
FÉLIX DE AZARA

The enlightened man and tenacious wandering engineer 
who turned out to be a natural history pioneer

[     history     ]

The Spanish government sent a 
commission to accurately define those 
borders, and among those appointed 
was a man named Félix de Azara, who 
proved to be an outstanding officer and, 
in his own words, lived twenty years 
“at the ends of the Earth, forgotten by 
his friends, without books, travelling 
continuously through deserts or immense 
and frightful forests, almost without any 

IN the second half of the 18th 
century, during the reign 
of Charles III, the Spanish 
monarchy reached its maximum 
territorial extension in America 

and improved the efficiency of its 
governance there. However, the border 
in certain areas was still undecided, 
as was the case of the boundaries with 
Portugal in Brazil.

company except for the birds of the air 
and wild animals”. This is his exciting 
story.

Félix de Azara was born on 18 
May 1742 in Barbuñales, a village 
in Somontano de Barbastro, Huesca 
(Spain).

He was the sixth child of a noble 
family from Aragón with seven children, 
many of whom held prominent positions 

“Black tamandua [anteater], a variety of ordinary tamandua“, included 
in Voyages around South America (Calpe Publishing House, 1923), and 
Reduced map of the province of Paraguay, “drawn up over several years 
and completed in 1793”, explained Azara, the author of both works.
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in the society of the time. At the age of 15, 
he began to study Law at the University 
of Huesca, where he finished his studies 
in 1761, before deciding to devote his life 
to the military.

He applied to the recently created 
Artillery School, but the maximum age 
for students was fifteen and thus, in 
1764, he joined the Infantry Regiment in 
Galicia as a cadet.

The following year, Félix went to 
the Barcelona Military Academy, an 
educational centre where officers who 
did not belong to the Artillery Corps 
studied mathematics and engineering. 
Due to his exceptional performance in 
his entrance exam, his first two years of 
study were validated, and he only had to 
complete his last two years.

Thus, in 1767, he was promoted to 
second lieutenant in the Engineer Corps 
and was posted to Catalonia, where he 
worked in the city of Barcelona and in 
the San Ferran Castle in Figueres.

After serving in Gerona, Madrid and 
Mallorca, he was appointed professor 
at the Barcelona Military Academy in 
1774. However, in the summer of 1775, 
he was forced to resign from this position 
in order to participate in the campaign 
in Algiers.

BAPTISM OF FIRE
As part of the first landing wave on the 
North African beach, Azara was hit by a 
bullet that went through his body from 
chest to back, and was presumed dead.

But his time had not yet come. After 
a seaman managed to extract the bullet 
with a knife, Azara was evacuated to the 
mainland. He lost part of one of his ribs 
and the wound took years to heal.

Due to his achievements in the 
campaign, he was promoted to the rank 
of engineer lieutenant and soon after, at 
the beginning of 1776, to captain with 
the title of Extraordinary Engineer. 
That same year, with other enlightened 
Aragoneses, he took part in the founding 
of the Royal Aragonese Economic 
Society of Friends of the Country.

At that time, a new Spanish-
Portuguese conflict broke out in the 

America and to settle the issue for good.
As a result of these agreements, the 
Spanish government sent a delegation to 
this region, together with the Portuguese 
party, to carry out the topographic and 
cartographic tasks required to establish 
a borderline that would stretch over 
7,000 kilometres from Rio Grande —
the southernmost province of present-
day Brazil— to the Madeira river or 
the Madre de Dios, a tributary of the 
Amazon River.

CRUCIAL ASSIGNMENT
Azara, who had been promoted to 
lieutenant colonel and was posted in 
San Sebastián, was ordered in early 
1781 to travel to Lisbon and report to 
the Spanish ambassador. There, he was 
instructed to travel with other officers 
to America on a Portuguese vessel, as 
Spain had been at war with the United 
Kingdom for the past two years.

While on the high seas, he was informed 
of his appointment as commander, since 
the other commissioned officers were 
naval officers.

After stopping in Rio de Janeiro, they 
arrived in Montevideo in May 1781, 
where the viceroy of Río de la Plata, 
Juan José Vértiz, briefed them on the 
purpose of their mission, which was 
none other than to demarcate the border 
with Portugal in those lands.

It soon became clear that Lisbon 
was going to prolong the operation 
indefinitely. Portugal had no intention 
of establishing boundaries that had been 
repeatedly and abusively overstepped, 
often with the complicity or indifference 
of the local Spanish authorities, who did 
not always give their resolute support to 
the royal mandate.

However, this Aragonese officer, 
tenacious in the fulfilment of his mission, 
set out to “draw up the exact map of those 
regions, because this was my profession 
and I had the necessary instruments”.

Thus began his two-decade voyage 
through a sparsely populated and 
inhospitable territory, much of it 
abandoned by the Jesuits after being 
expelled from Spain in 1767.

[     history     ]

so-called “Banda Oriental”, east of the 
Uruguay River, in the viceroyalty of La 
Plata.

The long-standing border dispute was 
settled with the Treaty of San Ildefonso 
(1777), which was ratified the following 
year at El Pardo (Madrid).

Following its signing, the Spanish 
and Portuguese monarchies agreed to 
demarcate by consensus the border 
between the two powers in South 

Mitre, president of Argentina (1862-68), highlighted the 
work and scientific nature of Azara’s explorations

Azara asks (and is answered) 
about the shipment of “103 small 
birds to the Royal Cabinet”. His 
first work, on the quadrupeds of 
Paraguay and the Rio de la Plata, 
translated into Spanish in 1802.
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the demarcation of boundaries in South 
America, he was not allowed to continue 
studying the archives in Asunción, 
where access to the property deeds was 
essential to delimit the disputed areas. In 
their attemt to protect the landowners’ 
interests, both the intendant, Joaquín 
de Alós, and the viceroy, Nicolás de 
Arredondo, obstructed Azara’s job 
so as to conceal the mismanagement 
and even their complicity with the 
Portuguese. It was then, in 1794, that 
Azara unsuccessfully requested to be 
removed from his post, a request that 
also met with refusal three years later.

RETURN TO WAR
He was preparing an expedition to 
the Cordoba and Salta regions, at the 
foot of the Andes, when war broke out 
against London once more. Fearing 
that Portugal would join the conflict, 
Viceroy Pedro Melo, with whom Azara 
had become friends, ordered him to lead 
the forces that were to defend the Banda 

It was precisely thanks to the 
observations of the Jesuits that the first 
maps of those regions had been made, 
but now it was a question of drawing up 
a more detailed and scientifically based 
cartography.

Azara was sent to Asunción to work 
in the basin of the Paraná and Paraguay 
rivers, from the province of the Guaraní 
missions to the Brazilian Mato Grosso.

Given the passivity of Portugal and 
without neglecting his mission, he took 
time out to observe nature and study 
the history and human geography of 
those lands. His interest in these subjects 
grew during his stay in South America 
and helped him become a renowned 
naturalist and anthropologist.

EXPEDITION LEADER
He was sent to Buenos Aires in 1784, 
where he was assigned to lead a force that 
was to go deep into the territory of the 
Pampas Indians and extend the border 
to the present-day southern Argentine 

coast. Upon completion of this mission, 
the viceroy allowed him to visit the lower 
Paraná basin, including the cities of 
Santa Fe and Rosario. While continuing 
his cartographic task and naturalistic 
observations, Azara was promoted to 
captain (1789) and, two years later, 
again in Asunción, to engineer colonel.

In 1793, his map delimiting the eastern 
border of Paraguay was approved by 
the Spanish government. However, even 
though he was the chief commissioner for 

His work as a 
naturalist and 
anthropologist 

was recognised by 
the scientists of his 

time

Azara had already excelled as a student at the 
Barcelona Military Academy and, before being 
commissioned to delimit the borders with 
Portugal, he worked, for example, on the walls 
of Gerona (right). Furthermore, despite being 
retired, Godoy appointed him member of the 
Board of Fortifications and Defence of the two 
Americas in 1805 (above).
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Rafa Navarro/RED: Texts: E. P. Martínez. Sources: G. Segura, Fundación de Historia Natural FØlix de Azara, Biblioteca Nacional de Espaæa, Biblioteca Virtual de 
Defensa, Archivo del Museo Naval y Museo Nacional de Bellas Artes (Argentina).
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FÉLIX de Azara departed from Buenos Aires for Asunción (Paraguay) on 2 January 

1784 with the mission of �xing the border between Spain and Portugal. It took him 
just over a month. He ascended more or less parallel to the Paraguay River along the 
left bank as far as Santa Fe, where he crossed the river to continue on to the cities of 
Corrientes and Asunción, from where he explored a good part of Paraguayan territory.

���������	����������
He organised nine explora-
tions:  to Villarrica; the mou-
ntain range near Asunción; 
the missions and beyond the 
Uruguay River; the Pilcomayo 
River; San Estanislao and San 
Joaquín; CarapeguÆ and Qu-
yyndy; Curuguaty; the Laguna 
Ibera; and sailed from Cor-
pus to Corrientes through the  
ParanÆ River.

�������������	�����
He made two expeditions to 
the southern border of the 
province of Buenos Aires 
(La Pampa), to strengthen 
Spain�s foothold in the area 
and advance southwards. In 
the �rst one, he explored the 
Salado River from MelincuØ 
to Chascamœs. In the second, 
he also visited other places, 
such as Navarro and Monte.

���������������	�����
He was commissioned to 
found the Villa de Batoví, 
Azara�s last mission in Ame-
rica.
 To do so, he gave orders to 
build the new town (San Ga-
briel de Batoví), which was 
strategically located near the 
con�uence of the Ibicuí and 
Santa María rivers, an area of 
con�ict with Portugal.
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EL LEGADO ESPAÑOL. 
We the Spanish people 
(1513-1821)

THIRD title resulting from the collaboration 
between The Legacy, an association that 
disseminates the Hispanic footprint in the 

United States and promotes ties between the two 
countries, and the Sub-directorate General for 
Publications and Cultural Heritage of the Spanish 
Ministry of Defence, the publisher of “Legado 
español. We the Spanish people (1513-1821)”, 
presented on 14 September 2023 at Spain’s 
National Library (BNE).

This bilingual book, published in English and 
Spanish, builds on the success of the touring 
exhibition of the same name inaugurated by The 
Legacy and the Ministry of Defence in 2022.

Former US ambassador to Madrid J. Costos 
writes the foreword, in which he stresses “the 
importance of Spain’s contribution 
to the birth of our great nation”. 
Examples of the support for 
independence appear in different 
chapters of the book, which 
begins with the arrival of the 
Spaniards in the 16th century.

The author and founder 
of The Legacy, Eva García, 
summarizes 500 years in twelve 

chapters that are completed with different 
appendices. In its postscript, she points out 
that when Spain’s Royal Academy of History 
(1738) was established it already had the aim 
of cultivating history according to the facts and 
“cleansing Spain’s history of fables that tarnish it”.

In this spirit, from the very first chapter, The 
Battle of Perceptions, the book points out the 
need to “focus on telling the story of our deeds” 
and “putting an end to the grievances of the 
black legend”.

Isabella I of Castile, who banned slavery in 
1500, is the main character of the next section. 
The viceroyalty, the empire’s administrative 
model, and the status of all its citizens as subjects 
are also highlighted in this part of the book.

After epic achievements and 
their protagonists, García returns 
to the inclusive spirit of Hispanic 
expansion through US historian 
Lummis: “Spanish legislation 
concerning the Indians everywhere 
was incomparably [...] more 
systematic and more humane than 
that of Great Britain, the colonies 
and the United States combined”.

Eva García 
advocates “focusing 

on telling the story 
of our deeds” and 
“putting an end to 
the grievances of 
the black legend”

From left to right, the manager of Spain’s National Library (BNE), 
E. Collell; the Defence Chief of Staff, T. López Calderón; the author, 
E. García; the deputy director for Publications and Cultural Heritage 
(MDE), M. García, and the technical director of the BNE, J. L. Bueren. 
Above, an image evoking 18th century explorations.

In the 16th century, 
Hawaii was already 
a “Hispanic paradise”.

Es cierto que James Cook llegó a Hawai en 1778, pero no fue 
el primero. Fue el sevillano Ruy López de Villalobos en 
1542 quien las descubrió, las llamó islas del Rey, luego 

Hawai (en 1555). Las islas Hawai aparecen en los mapas de Ortelius 
(1589) y Joan Martines (1587) como Los Volcanes y La Farfana. A 
la llegada de Cook más de 200 años más tarde, los indígenas aún 
usaban palabras de raíz latina.

Hawai
un paraíso hispano  

en el siglo XVI

Maris Paciffici. Abraham Ortelius. 1589. Helmink Antique Maps.
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