
Exercise 
Steadfast Dart 26

ALLIED 
REACTION 
POWER

REVISTA DEFENSAESPAÑOLA

DE

Issue #21 • April 2026
ENGLISH EDITION

INTERVIEW

Admiral Giuseppe 

Cavo Dragone, Chair of 

the NATO Military Committee

GLOBAL SUMMIT 
IN SPAIN
Responsible Artificial 
Intelligence in the 
Military Domain 

ANALYSIS
The Sahel: A region of 
constant instability



hablamos
de Defensa

22      Revista Española de Defensa

Junio 2011 Junio 2011

Revista Española de Defensa      23

Por 305 votos a favor, ninguno en contra y 10 abstenciones (de CiU y UPD), el Pleno del Congreso apro-bó el pasado 5 de mayo el proyecto de Ley orgánica de Derechos y Deberes de los Miembros de las Fuerzas Armadas. El texto ha sido enviado al Senado para que lo ratifique.
Antes de la votación tomó la palabra la ministra de Defensa, Carme Chacón, que agradeció a los diputados su apoyo a la Ley. “Para que hoy vea la luz con el amplísimo consenso con que lo ve –su-brayó–, ha sido necesario mucha volun-tad de acuerdo, mucho trabajo, mucho esfuerzo y también mucha altura de miras”. Dio especialmente las gracias al portavoz de ErC-IU-ICV, Gaspar Lla-mazares. Tras afirmar que el texto que iba a votar el Pleno era “mejor”, “des-pués del trabajo de sus señorías”, que el que había elaborado el Ejecutivo, ma-nifestó que “hoy nuestros militares son igual de militares que ayer, pero más ciudadanos”, ya que tienen “un marco legal para ejercer sus derechos y debe-res y unos cauces de participación”, y que con ello la sociedad española salda “una deuda tras estos magníficos 30 años de camino democrático de nues-tras Fuerzas Armadas”. 

ENMIENDAS APROBADASLa sesión plenaria, a la que asistieron desde la tribuna altos mandos militares y representantes de las asociaciones milita-res, sirvió para aprobar seis modificacio-nes, que se unen a las que ya se habían introducido en los trámites de Ponencia y Comisión de Defensa (ver nº 273 de rED). Estos seis cambios habían sido 

consensuados por varios grupos parla-mentarios, sobre la base de una enmien-da de CiU, tres de ErC-IU-ICV, otra de UPD y un voto particular del Grupo Socialista.
A propuesta de CiU se ha aumentado el número de miembros del observato-rio de la Vida Militar, que pasa a ser de cinco elegidos por el Congreso y cuatro por el Senado, entre personalidades de reconocido prestigio en el ámbito de la defensa, de los recursos humanos y de los derechos fundamentales y libertades pú-blicas; en la redacción anterior el número de componentes era de cuatro y cuatro. Con ello se pretende evitar que se pro-duzcan empates.

Uno de los cambios acordados a ins-tancias de ErC-IU-ICV añade a las reglas de comportamiento del militar una decimosexta, según la cual éste, en el ejercicio de sus funciones, impulsado por el sentimiento del honor, cumplirá con exactitud sus deberes y obligacio-nes. otra de las enmiendas aprobadas de ErC-IU-ICV indica que el reglamento que desarrolle la Ley incluirá las normas precisas para determinar el procedimien-to y los plazos de designación e incorpo-ración de los vocales representantes de las asociaciones que hayan acreditado las condiciones requeridas. La tercera incorpora, entre las funciones del obser-vatorio de la Vida Militar, la de “elaborar, de oficio o a petición de parte, informes y estudios sobre el régimen de personal y las condiciones de vida en las Fuerzas Armadas”.
A petición de UPD se añade una nue-va disposición adicional por la cual, “en los supuestos de pase a retiro como consecuen-

Además, el Pleno aprobó otra dispo-sición adicional que obliga al Gobier-no a remitir al Congreso, en el plazo de seis meses, un proyecto de ley que aborde un periodo transitorio de apli-cación del nuevo sistema de evaluación para el ascenso, con el que se reforma-rá la Ley de la Carrera Militar. Previa-mente, la Comisión de Defensa de la Cámara Baja deberá aprobar un dicta-men al respecto.
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[     nacional    ]

El Congreso aprueba laley de derechosy deberes

Bellum scripturus sum, quod populus Romanus cum Iugurtha rege Numidarum gessit, primum quia magnum et atrox uariaque

hora de hacer efectivos los derechos que la Constitución nos reconoce a todos los ciudadanos españoles, siendo, a la vez, el que ha defendido como nadie esos de-rechos”. Abogó porque se elimine el pá-rrafo en el que se prohíbe a los militares afiliarse a partidos políticos.“Con moderada satisfacción mi grupo va a votar favorablemente la Ley”, anun-ció Gaspar Llamazares, representante de Esquerra republica-Izquierda Unida-

Iniciativa per Catalunya Verds. Explicó que estaba satisfecho porque con ella se avanza en la modernización de las Fuer-zas Armadas, pero razonó su moderación en el hecho de que “todavía gravitan so-bre esta Ley algunos tabúes”, como el te-mor a la indisciplina y a la politización y sindicación en las unidades.José ramón Beloki (Partido Nacio-nalista Vasco) observó que el ejercicio del derecho de asociación “va a seguir dependiendo, sobre todo, de los propios militares: si efectivamente se asocian, si ejercen los derechos que se les recono-cen…” “Todo lo más que puede hacer el Gobierno –agregó- es arbitrar una instru-mentación que luego tiene que ser relle-nada, implementada y ejecutada por los militares”.
Jordi Xuclá justificó que Conver-gència i Unió mantenga la abstención en que aún quedan aspectos del texto legal en los que hay distancias con la postura de su grupo, como la prohibi-ción de que los militares se afilien a los partidos políticos o la presencia de un número “desorbitante” de represen-tantes del Ministerio de Defensa en el Consejo de Personal. En cambio, desta-có los avances que se habían producido respecto al observatorio de la Vida Mi-litar y al Consejo de Personal.“Éste es un proyecto –reflexionó Bea-triz rodríguez-Salmones, del Grupo Po-pular– que no puede mirar a ayer, que tiene que romper muchas inercias; eso no es fácil. No es sólo el proyecto del siglo XXI, es de las gentes que hoy todavía no han ingresado en la milicia”. Consideró que los derechos vinculados a la acción política –reunión, manifestación, asocia-ción– están correctamente regulados y que se ha mejorado notablemente el de libertad de expresión.Finalmente, Jesús Cuadrado (PSoE) subrayó que La ley nace con voluntad de continuidad y trata de responder al “desafío” de que los militares españoles, “manteniendo el principio de neutralidad política y de no acción sindical, puedan defender sus derechos sociales, profesio-nales y económicos”.

Santiago F. Del Vado

Bellum scripturus sum, quod populus Romanus cum Iugurtha rripturus suripturus suege
El texto, aprobado en el Pleno con una extensa mayoría, 
continúa su tramitación en el Senado

cia de insuficiencia de condiciones psico-físicas en acto de servicio o terrorismo que impliquen inutilidad permanente, absoluta o gran invalidez, o en situaciones graves, especiales, de necesidad personal, social o económica(…), podrá mantenerse el uso de la vivienda (…) mientras subsistan dichas situaciones y siempre que se mantenga la ocupación real y efectiva de la vivienda”.

INTERVENCIONESEn defensa de las enmiendas presentadas intervinieron los portavoces de los dife-rentes grupos políticos, quienes coinci-dieron en afirmar que el proyecto de ley ha mejorado a su paso por el Congreso.rosa Díez (Unión, Progreso y Demo-cracia) destacó que las Fuerzas Arma-das son “el colectivo más retrasado a la 
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una crisis permanente

La dividida república asiática 

sigue siendo un volcán activo que 

periódicamente  arroja fuego y siembra 

el peligro a su alrededor

E
n esta última frontera 

de la Guerra Fría, todas 

las alarmas se encen-

dieron el 23 de noviem-

bre de 2010 cuando la 

artillería de Corea del 

norte bombardeó la isla surcoreana 

de Yeonpyeong, situada en una zona 

del Mar Amarillo muy próxima al lito-

ral norcoreano. El ataque artillero -que 

causó cuatro muertos- se realizó en re-

presalia por los ejercicios militares, con 

fuego real, que Corea del Sur efectuaba 

esos días a escasa distancia de la costa de 

Corea del norte, y que las autoridades 

de Pyongyang consideraron una provo-

cación en toda regla. Corea del norte 

acusó al gobierno de Seúl de desenca-

denar la crisis y alegó que antes de dis-

parar sus cañones sobre Yeonpyeong, 

que está solo a 11 kilómetros de la costa 

norcoreana, había pedido a la autoridad 

militar surcoreana detener los ejercicios 

de tiro sobre esas aguas, que considera 

territoriales, y Seúl se negó. A partir de 

ahí, ambos gobiernos coreanos se enzar-

zaron en una guerra de declaraciones 

que no pasó a mayores, aunque hizo su-

bir la temperatura prebélica hasta extre-

mos alarmantes en una de las regiones 

más conflictivas del planeta. 

El contexto del antagonismo en Co-

rea se inserta en el intento norteamerica-

no de controlar el despegue económico 

de China, la vigilancia del Mar Amari-

llo y las alianzas militares en la región 

de Extremo Oriente, donde los Estados 

Unidos tienen una gran presencia mili-

tar. En cuanto se produjo el incidente 

de Yeongpyeong, Seúl reaccionó nom-

brando nuevo ministro de Defensa al 

duro Kim Kwan, quien se apresuró a 

declarar que “si hay más provocaciones, 

usaremos definitivamente la aviación 

para bombardear Corea del norte”. 

Una amenaza acorde con la actitud del 

presidente surcoreano Lee Myung-bak, 

que ordenó “modificar las reglas nacio-

nales de enfrentamiento” de Corea del 

Sur para responder más activamente a 

lo que calificó de “provocaciones regio-

nales”, y reforzar militarmente las islas 

más septentrionales del Mar Amarillo, 

lindantes con  Corea del norte.

La respuesta verbal surcoreana vino 

respaldada por el anuncio de grandes 

maniobras conjuntas con fuerzas de la 

marina y la aviación de Estados Unidos, 

en las que participó el portaaviones nu-

clear George Washington que zarpó de 

corea: xx
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xx
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xx
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[     nacional     ]

pascuamilitar2011
El Palacio Real en la madri-leña Plaza de Oriente fue, el pasado 6 de enero, el es-cenario de la tradicional ce-lebración de la Pascua Mi-litar presidida por el rey Don Juan Car-los. Acompañado en el Salón del Trono por la reina Doña Sofía y los príncipes de Asturias, Don Felipe y Doña letizia, Su Majestad expresó los mejores deseos para el nuevo año a todos los miembros de las Fuerzas Armadas y de la Guardia Civil, así como a sus familias, y tuvo un emotivo recuerdo hacia “todos los com-pañeros que, durante el pasado año, en-tregaron sus vidas en el cumplimiento del deber, tanto en territorio nacional como fuera de nuestra Patria”.Don Juan Carlos también puso de relieve que las Fuerzas Armadas y la Guardia Civil están contribuyendo “al esfuerzo de austeridad” derivado de la 

actual crisis económica, “que ha exigi-do priorizar las capacidades militares a alcanzar”. Destacó además la “extraor-dinaria labor” de los cien mil militares españoles que han intervenido en nume-rosas misiones en el extranjero a lo largo de más de dos décadas. “Su presencia en muchas zonas del mundo ha sido un fac-tor clave –señaló- para afianzar el peso de España y su compromiso con la paz y la seguridad internacionales”. la ministra de Defensa, Carme Cha-cón, también inició su discurso recor-dando a los militares fallecidos en acto de servicio. “Ellos son –señaló- el testi-monio del alto precio que a veces requie-re nuestra seguridad”. A continuación, expuso un balance de los hechos más relevantes de 2010 en el área de la polí-tica de Defensa y avanzó las principales líneas de actuación para el nuevo año, centradas en la tramitación del proyec-

to de ley de Derechos y Deberes de los Miembros de las Fuerzas Armadas y la adaptación del nuevo modelo de ense-ñanza a los suboficiales. En relación con las cuatro operaciones internacionales en curso, Chacón apuntó que tres de ellas están actualmente dirigidas por mi-litares españoles (en líbano, en el Océa-no Índico y en Uganda), “un dato –su-brayó- que ilustra el grado de confianza que la comunidad internacional deposita en nuestros Ejércitos”. 
UNA TRADICION DE 229 AÑOSla Pascua Militar tiene una profunda tradición. Fue instaurada por Carlos III en 1782 para conmemorar la recupera-ción de la localidad menorquina de Ma-hón, que se hallaba en poder de los ingle-ses desde 1713 en virtud del Tratado de Utrecht. Se eligió el 6 de enero porque fue en esa fecha cuando se inició el de-

Don Juan Carlos expresa su reconocimiento a las Fuerzas Armadas y  a la Guardia Civil “por su ejemplar entrega a España y a los españoles”
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Bellum scripturus sum, quod 

populus Romanus cum 

Iugurtha rege Numidarum 

gessit, primum quia magnum 

et atrox uariaque
S

tuxnet ciberataque a Irán, 

estonia y Georgia. empezar 

con los de los 0 y 1 como mu-

nición, las armas son los virus, 

gusanos, botnets… defensas con corta-

fuegos antivirus. todo ello en un nuevo 

teatro de operaciones o campo de batalla 

que puede afectar a los dominios físicos 

tradicionales, tierra, mar, aire y espacio, 

en los que se materializan los riesgos y 

amenazas a la seguridad y defensa, se 

ha añadido uno nuevo, común y global, 

creado por el ser humano: el ciberespa-

cio
Su carácter asimétrico y el anoni-

mato que proporciona, lo que implica 

un enorme desafío para la detección y 

seguimiento de un usuario que intenta 

ocultarse en él, dificultando la disuasión 

y la respuesta.

Su capacidad de producir una amplia 

gama de efectos físicos a enormes distan-

cias y a velocidades prácticamente ins-

tantáneas.
en el ámbito nacional, la Directiva de 

Defensa nacional 1/2008 considera la 

nueva dimensión que en el ámbito de la 

seguridad y la defensa representa el cibe-

respacio, previendo que las vulnerabili-

dades podrían interrumpir o condicionar 

el normal funcionamiento de la sociedad. 

Además, la Directiva de Política de De-

fensa 1/2009, en sus Directrices para el 

Planeamiento de la Defensa, contempla 

la necesidad de mejorar las condiciones 

de seguridad de la información, especial-

mente en ciberdefensa.

en el ámbito militar, los sistemas de 

mando, control, comunicaciones e infor-

mación militar, así como determinados 

sistemas de combate y de control de pla-

taformas, están también expuestos a las 

amenazas del ciberespacio; disponen de 

interconexiones a otros sistemas, ya sean 

OtAn, ue o de países aliados; forman 

parte de una federación de redes en el 

ámbito operativo; o sus enlaces se reali-

zan en ciertas ocasiones a través de in-

fraestructuras civiles, lo que complica el 

mantenimiento de la seguridad.

esta amenaza requiere una respuesta 

adecuada para garantizar el acceso per-

manente y de forma segura al ciberes-

pacio en el ámbito militar, de forma que 

permita en todo momento el desarrollo 

eficaz de las operaciones militares que 

puedan llevarse a cabo en cumplimiento 

de las misiones encomendadas a las

Fuerzas Armadas en la Ley Orgánica 

5/2005, de 17 de noviembre, de la Defen-

sa nacional.
1 el ciberespacio es un dominio glo-

bal dentro del entorno de la información, 

compuesto por una infraestructura de 

Bellum scripturus sum, 

quod populus Romanus 

cum Iugurtha rripturus 
suripturus suege

cIBERDEfENsa
el campo de batalla digital

el  ciberespacio posee características 

específicas que lo hacen un dominio muy 

atractivo para quienes quieren aprovecharse de 

ellas para infligir daños

Bellum scripturus sum, quod populus Romanus cum Iugurtha

Bellum scripturus sum, quod populus Romanus cum Iugurtha

Bellum scripturus sum, quod populus Romanus cum Iugurtha un museo pordescubrir

[     cultura     ]

monumento histórico artístico, premio europa nostrum y sede del museo de miniaturas militares

teriores al edicifio mandado construir por el monarca imperial.como en cualquier ciudad con so-lera, e inmueble de abolengo, sus su-cesivos huéspedes dejado su impronta y sus costumbres. por los restos halla-dos, la ocupación en tierras de Alcá-zar se remonta a la edad del bronce, aunque hay que esperar a la época romana para datar la estructura más antigua que se conserva: una cisterna de los siglos i-ii después de cristo. el paso de los visigodos es menos notorio. 

A l pié del Alcázar del rey carlos i de españa y V emperador de Alema-nia, incluso antes de entrar en el mu-seo del ejército, la sensación de estar a punto de emprender un viaje por la Historia es más que una intuición. Y, mientras que se cruza el arco de segu-ridad, basta una mirada a su gran ves-tíbulo para confirmar que se estaba en lo cierto. en él las escaleras automáti-cas y un ascensor panorámico —para visitantes con menor movilidad— se integran entre restos arqueológicos an-

Bellum scripturus sum, quod populus 
Romanus cum 

Iugurtha
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Las unidades de operaciones 

especiales cuentan con un personal 

polivalente, adiestrado para misiones 

de acción directa y reconocimiento

Invisibles,
rápidos,
precisos

E
mbutido en un uniforme de 

camuflaje, invisible a los ojos, 

un tirador selecto del Grupo 

de Operaciones Especiales 

(GOE) IV, vigila una pequeña aldea 

africana desde una colina. En realidad 

no es más que una calle flanqueada por 

casas, presidida por una mezquita. Ape-

nas se ven una decena de personas. El 

francotirador vigila cada uno de sus mo-

vimientos e informa de ellos, por radio, 

al puesto de mando del GOE.

Abajo, en los arrabales de la pobla-

ción, se escucha el ruido grave de un ve-

hículo blindado que se acerca. Tras una 

de las colinas en las inmediaciones apa-

rece un vehículo todoterreno VAMTAC 

español. Le sigue un Aníbal, del que 

descienden tres soldados de Caballería 

que pasan a encabezar la columna mi-

litar. La patrulla se detiene a la entrada 

de la calle, han detectado un objeto sos-

pechoso. Avisan al equipo de desactiva-

ción de explosivos, que inmediatamente 

se acerca al lugar para identificarlo.

Simultáneamente, blindados  sobre 

ruedas VEC y Centauro de un escua-

drón de Caballería se han situado en las 

alturas que rodean la aldea. El disposi-

tivo de seguridad que controla la zona 

lo completan el resto de francotiradores, 

desplegados por la noche para informar 

y apoyar las acciones tácticas con sus 

fusiles de precisión. Sobrevolando la 

zona, un helicóptero de ataque Bolkow 

está listo para actuar si fuera necesario. 

El objetivo del despliegue es dar cober-

tura a tres equipos operativos del GOE 

IV. La misión de los boinas verdes: res-

catar y evacuar a los dos ciudadanos es-

pañoles retenidos en la mezquita. 

El poblado africano está ambienta-

Bellum scripturus 

sum, quod populus 

Romanus cum 

Iugurtha rege 

Numidarum gessit, 

primum quia 

magnum et atrox 

uariaque uictoria 

fuit, dein quia tunc 

primum superbiae 

nobilitatis[     fuerzas 
armadas    ]
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do en un lugar del campo de maniobras 

de San Gregorio (Zaragoza), conoci-

do como Casas Altas del Castelar. Las 

fuerzas opositoras son miembros de la 

compañía “Enemigo” del Centro Nacio-

nal de Adiestramiento de San Gregorio 

caracterizados con atuendo musulmán. 

Los españoles retenidos también perte-

necen a esta unidad, encargada de dar 

verosimilitud al ejercicio. “Esta es 

una típica misión que utilizamos 

para adiestrar al personal del 

GOE al completo –expli-

ca su jefe, el teniente 

[     nacional     ]

El pasado 19 de marzo, una 
veintena de aviones de comba-
te franceses destruían varios
carros de combate y vehículos

blindados de las tropas del régimen libio 
en los alrededores de Bengasi. Eran los 
primeros golpes de la coalición interna-
cional para frenar los ataques a la pobla-
ción de las fuerzas de Muamar Gadafi. 
Poco después, buques estadounidenses 
y del Reino Unido lanzaban un centenar 
de misiles de crucero Tomahawk con-
tra posiciones de artillería y sistemas de 
defensa aérea. En menos de 24 horas de 
ofensiva, la operación, bautizada por el 
mando estadounidense como Odissey 
Dawn (Amanecer de la Odisea), había 
logrado su primer objetivo: tomar el con-
trol e imponer una zona de exclusión aé-
rea sobre libia para dar cumplimiento a 
la Resolución 1973 de Naciones Unidas.

Mientras se iniciaba la intervención 
internacional en suelo libio, dirigentes de 
22 países se reunían en Paris para ulti-
mar los preparativos de la campaña. A la 
cumbre convocada por Nicolás Sarkozy 
acudieron la Unión Europea, Estados 
Unidos, Canadá y varios países árabes. 

Tras participar en la reunión, José luis 
Rodríguez Zapatero, que viajó acom-
pañado del JEMAD, general del aire 
José Julio Rodríguez, compareció en 
la residencia del embajador español en 
Paris. “España –declaró el presidente 
del Gobierno- asume su responsabilidad 
para hacer efectiva la resolución de Na-
ciones Unidas; asume la responsabilidad 
de proteger al pueblo de libia, prestarle 
ayuda humanitaria y trabajar para lograr 
una democracia sostenible en este país”. 

Zapatero anunció que, para contri-
buir establecer la zona de exclusión aé-
rea, España aportaba a la coalición cua-
tro aviones F-18, pertenecientes al Ala 
12 del Ejército del Aire, y un avión de 
reabastecimiento en vuelo Boeing 707, 
perteneciente al Grupo 47. Asimismo, 
la fragata F-104 Méndez Núñez, el sub-
marino S-74 Tramontana y un avión de 
vigilancia marítima C-235 se sumarían al 
dispositivo de la OTAN para el embar-
go a libia. En total, participaban en el 
dispositivo unos 500 militares, entre do-
taciones y personal de apoyo. las bases 
españolas de Morón y Rota también se 
ponían a disposición de loa aliados.
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España 
participa en el 
mantenimiento 
de la zona de 
exclusión aérea y 
en el dispositivo 
naval para el 
embargo de 
armas

Operación 
internaciOnal 

en libia
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E D I T O R I A L

STEADFAST Dart 26, NATO’s larg-
est exercise this year, has con-
cluded successfully in Germany, 
proving the Alliance’s capability 

to deploy rapidly and integrate land, air, 
space, cyber, maritime and special oper-
ations forces into a joint multinational op-
eration.

Following Steadfast Dart 25, this year’s 
exercise marked the second large-scale 
rehearsal of the Allied Reaction Force 
(ARF), established in July 2024 to replace 
the NATO Response Force (NRF). The ARF, 
which plays a crucial role as part of the new 
NATO Force Model, is distinguished by its 
high readiness and capability to deploy at 
very short notice. It can increase its com-
position through scalable force modules to 
strengthen deterrence in peacetime or cri-
sis, across the full spectrum of operations.

Spain has made a significant contribu-
tion to this exercise, providing approximate-
ly 1,500 of the 10,000 service members 
from eleven participating nations. In quali-
tative terms, our Joint Special Operations 
Command has once again led the Spe-
cial Operations Component Command, 
as it did in 2025, while the Spanish Navy 
has contributed the Maritime Component 
Command embarked aboard the flagship 

LPD Castilla. Equally notable was the par-
ticipation of a substantial land contingent, 
featuring special operations units, para-
troopers and helicopters, which involved 
the projection of 790 troops, 230 vehicles 
and 25 containers of materiel and equip-
ment.

The fact that our country will most like-
ly lead the ARF in 2027 and assume com-
mand of Steadfast Dart 28, which would 
take place on Spanish soil, demonstrates 
once again Spain’s standing as a reliable, 
responsible and committed NATO Ally. Our 
presence in various missions and the in-
crease in defence spending to 2% of GDP 
serve as proof of this commitment.

“Capability is not only budgets,” said 
Italian Admiral Giuseppe Cavo Dragone, 
Chair of the NATO Military Committee, in 
an interview included in this issue, describ-
ing Spain as “a high-value Ally”. We are fully 
committed to peace, freedom, security and 
the international order, as well as to our 
partners and allies in NATO, the EU and the 
United Nations. This will continue to be the 
case, based on the conviction that invest-
ing in defence today also means defending 
our values and a fairer society.

RED

A High-Readiness, 
Multi-Domain Force
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Spain leads special and maritime operations in NATO’s largest annual 
exercise, Steadfast Dart 26, held in Germany and the Baltic
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Spanish and Turkish special 
operations teams inserted by 
helicopters onto Putlos beach to 
secure positions and prepare for 
the landing of the main Marine 
Corps force.
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S NOW covers Putlos beach on 
the Baltic coast of the German 
state of Schleswig-Holstein. 
A Bayraktar TB-3 unmanned 
aerial vehicle (UAV) flies over the 

coastline on a surveillance mission. It has 
been launched from the deck of the am-
phibious assault ship Anadolu, the flag-
ship of the Turkish Navy and sister ship to 
the Spanish LHD Juan Carlos I. The UAV 
identifies several simulated hostile posi-
tions on the white and muddy landscape. 
Minutes later, the information gathered is 
put into action as a German Eurofighter 
squadron conducts precision strikes on 
the designated targets.

A Spanish special operations team 
emerges on the coastline, having per-
formed an underwater insertion to neu-
tralise explosive threats. Subsequently, 
Turkish and Spanish special operations 
teams insert via fast-rope from helicopters 

to secure key positions, while attack heli-
copters provide close air support.

Once the path is cleared for the main 
landing force, Turkish marines approach 
the beach in speedboats, followed by 
assault vehicles, which provide protect-
ed mobility and firepower as the forces 
advance inland. Some speedboats land 
further east to reinforce and expand the 
beachhead.

Once the landing has been successful-
ly completed, Spanish special operations 
personnel are extracted by helicopter, 
highlighting the ARF’s capability not only 
to deploy rapidly, but also to recover forc-
es efficiently once objectives have been 
secured.

This comprehensive amphibious 
demonstration conducted on 18 Feb-
ruary 2026 at the Putlos military training 
area, marked the maritime highlight of ex-
ercise Steadfast Dart-NATO’s most visible 



LPD Castilla carried the maritime component’s HQ and 
served as a platform for special operations (below). On 
the right, a Bayraktar TB-3 UAV on the deck of Turkish 
vessel Anadolu and, below, amphibious assault vehicles 
land on the beach.
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and important exercise in 
2026.

STRATEGIC FORCE
This exercise is part of 
the regular training of 
the Allied Reaction Force 
(ARF), which NATO 
launched at the 2023 
Vilnius Summit to adapt 
to the current strategic 
environment, particularly 
following Russia’s inva-
sion of Ukraine four years 
ago.

“As early as the 2022 
Madrid Summit, the Al-
liance became aware 
that it needed more agile 
forces, with higher read-
iness and more efficient 
activation mechanisms,” 
said Spanish Vice Ad-
miral Juan Bautista Pérez Puig, currently 
commanding the maritime component of 
this force.

In order to meet this need, the ARF 
was designed as a high-readiness stra-
tegic force capable of deploying at very 
short notice and of increasing its com-
position through scalable force modules 
to strengthen deterrence in peacetime or 
crisis. According to Vice Admiral Pérez 
Puig, “the ARF is a credible deterrence 
tool because it combines three funda-
mental factors: pre-assigned forces, de-
manding readiness standards, and proven 
common procedures”.

Exercise Steadfast Dart 2025 tested 
the ARF’s real deployment capability in 
Romania, Greece and Bulgaria. This year, 
however, the exercise took place in Ger-
many from 12 to 25 February, under the 
responsibility of Joint Force Command 
Brunssum (JFC-Brunssum). It involved 
10,000 troops from eleven countries, in-
cluding ARF units from Italy, Greece, Ger-
many, the Czech Republic, Spain, Lithuania, 
Bulgaria and Türkiye, with additional sup-
port from France, Belgium and the United 
Kingdom.

The primary objective of the exercise 
was to demonstrate the ability to deploy 
rapidly and merge effects in time and space 
with other forces. It was also a multi-do-
main activity, integrating land, air, maritime, 
space, cyber, and special operations forces.

all levels”. “There were 
around 2,600 sailors, 
750 of whom were 
Spanish. With this en-
tire force, Steadfast Dart 
has projected the Alli-
ance’s maritime power 
in a demanding scenario 
and contributed to cred-
ible deterrence against 
conventional, hybrid or 
emerging threats,” em-
phasised Commander 
José Pérez Núñez, SP-
MARFOR’s operations 
commander.

LPD Castilla set sail 
on 30 January 2026 
from Rota naval base, 
Cádiz, accompanied 
by F-105 Cristóbal 
Colón and a Turkish 
task force comprising 

the amphibious assault ship TCG Anad-
olu, frigates TCG Oruçreis and TCG Is-
tanbul, and the fleet replenishment oiler  
TCG Derya.

During the transit, the Spanish-Turkish 
naval formation progressively enhanced 
interoperability among its units and con-
ducted cooperation activities with the 
French, German and British navies, cov-
ering air defence and surface warfare ex-
ercises, as well as coordinated operations 
with maritime patrol aircraft.

From 6 to 8 February, the maritime 
task force escorted the logistics transport 
ship Ysabel, which carried Spanish Army 
materiel to support the exercise’s land 
component.

Upon arrival in Kiel, Germany, on 11 
February, other Allied units joined and 
completed the maritime group. These 
included frigate Almirante Juan de Bor-
bón, combat replenishment ship Patiño, 
French frigate Commandant Blaison, 
and German frigates Brandenburg and 
Schasen, all integrated into Standing 
NATO Maritime Group 1 (SNMG1), com-
manded by Spanish Rear Admiral Joaquín 
Ruiz Escagedo. Ships from Standing 
NATO Mine Countermeasures Group 1 
(SNMCMG1) —Polish ORP Czernicki, 
German FGS Fulda, and Dutch HNLMS 
Schiedam— also joined the exercise.

The formation reached the Baltic Sea on 
14 February from Kiel. It was no coincidence 

The exercise 
demonstrated 

the capability to 
deploy forces in 
a multi-domain 

environment

The commander of JFC Brunssum, German General Ingo Gerharzt, and Vice Admiral Juan 
Bautista Pérez Puig, during the press conference at the commencement of the exercise.

Spain has played a prominent role, 
assuming the leadership of special op-
erations —for the second consecutive 
year— and the command of the maritime 
component, in addition to contributing a 
significant land contingent, totalling ap-
proximately 1,500 service members.

MARITIME OPERATIONS
Aboard LPD Castilla, the Spanish Mari-
time Forces Headquarters (SPMARFOR) 
gathered frigates, amphibious forces, 
maritime patrol aircraft, helicopters and 
drones under its operational command in 
close coordination with other Allied com-
mands. As Vice Admiral Pérez Puig under-
scored, “Spain is one of only six countries 
capable of providing this command capa-
bility within the Alliance, which presents 
an enormous coordination challenge at 
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A BOARD LPD Castilla, the 
Spanish Maritime Forces 
Headquarters (SPMAR-
FOR) has led the maritime 

operations of exercise Steadfast 
Dart 26. “We have taken on com-
plex responsibilities and proven our 
reliability, continuity and profession-
alism,” states its commander, Vice 
Admiral Juan Bautista Pérez Puig. 
In his view, this deployment in the 
Baltic Sea has sent a clear mes-
sage: “NATO acts as one”.

—What did NATO value the 
most when choosing the Span-
ish Navy for this mission?

—For decades, Spain has been 
fully integrated into NATO’s force 
structure, demonstrating great pro-
fessionalism. In fact, this Headquar-
ters —the Spanish Maritime Forces 
HQ or SPMARFOR— was estab-
lished in 2003 as a high-readiness, 
deployable command capable of 
leading high-intensity maritime 
operations within the framework 
of what was then NATO Response Force 
(NRF).

Today, of the 32 member states of the 
Alliance, only six can provide a fully certified 
maritime component command (MCC). In 
doing so, we have taken on complex re-
sponsibilities and proven our reliability, con-
tinuity and professionalism.

Furthermore, this designation is backed 
by a certification process led by the Alli-
ance itself. This process has certified our 
ability to respond to any contingency —
ranging from our present strategic stance 
to high-intensity conflicts— with both agility 
and speed.

VICE ADMIRAL JUAN BAUTISTA PÉREZ PUIG,  
COMMANDER OF THE SPANISH MARITIME FORCES 
(SPMARFOR) HEADQUARTERS 

“THE BEST WAY 
TO DETER IS TO 
BE PREPARED”

—How important is the maritime 
domain within the ARF and, in general, 
in current conflicts?

—It is an essential domain because the 
sea is a global strategic space. It is in this 
domain that NATO guarantees freedom of 
navigation and sea lines of communication, 
protects critical undersea infrastructure, fa-
cilitates the sustainment of operations, and 
enables force projection wherever neces-
sary.

It is important to remember that over 
90% of global trade is conducted by sea; 
and more than 95% of internet traffic trav-
els via undersea cables. Therefore, without 
a protected maritime domain, there would 
be no prosperity. Within the ARF, the mari-
time component provides strategic mobility, 

sustained presence and operational 
flexibility. A naval force can deploy 
without the need for land-based 
infrastructure, adapt to the evolu-
tion of a crisis and act as a visible 
and credible deterrent. Effects are 
projected from the sea onto land 
and into the air, integrating cyber 
and space capabilities. In short, the 
maritime domain is essential to NA-
TO’s three core tasks: deterrence 
and defence; crisis prevention and 
management; and cooperative se-
curity.

—How do these exercises 
contribute to strengthening 
interoperability and cohesion 
among NATO maritime forces?

—The Steadfast Dart exercise 
series, specifically designed for the 
ARF, offers the Alliance the chance 
to demonstrate which of its real 
capabilities can generate effective 
deterrence, and prove that the Alli-
ance can respond to a crisis if nec-
essary.

Moreover, in both its planning 
and execution, this exercise is tangible 
proof of Allied interoperability across the 
multi-domain operational environment. 
We share procedures, an operational cul-
ture and a common understanding of the 
environment; this can only be achieved by 
training together repeatedly in demanding 
scenarios.

This exercise allows us to validate the 
activation and deployment of the ARF, verify 
the integration of the maritime component 
within the joint effort, and strengthen cohe-
sion among Allies. Our presence here sends 
a message in itself: NATO acts as one. The 
best way to deter is to be prepared.

“It is not just 
a matter of 

deploying rapidly; 
it has to be done 
in a coordinated, 
integrated and 

effective manner”
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—Is the ARF already capable of 
deploying rapidly wherever needed?

—Steadfast Dart 26 has, in fact, val-
idated that responsiveness. It is not just 
a matter of deploying rapidly; it has to 
be done in a coordinated, integrated and 
effective manner. Deterrence is based on 
political will, but also on military readi-
ness. Both dimensions are present here.

—What would the activation pro-
cess and timelines be like in a crisis 
situation?

—The ARF is structured by readiness 
echelons. The maritime component we 
lead is at Tier 1, the highest state of read-
iness. This entails a five-day Notice to 
Move (NTM): within five days of receiving 
the activation order, the force is at sea. 
After this first tier there are other force 
levels —additional tiers— that can be ac-
tivated progressively depending on how 
the crisis develops.

Furthermore, we have a ten-day No-
tice to Effect (NTE), which requires us to 
be ready to deliver effects at sea within 
ten days. In other words, it is not just a 
matter of deploying, but of being fully inte-
grated into the joint and multi-domain ef-
fort, contributing effectively to deterrence 
and, if necessary, to collective defence.

—What challenges does an on-
board headquarters face when work-
ing in a multi-domain environment?

—Today we operate across six do-
mains: land, maritime, air, special forces, 
cyber and space. Each of them gener-
ates constant information that must be 
shared amongst the component com-
mands and sent to the joint command to 
align the overall effort. Our battle rhythms 
are synchronised, and it is standard prac-
tice to deploy liaison officers between the 
various headquarters.

The main challenge is to incorporate 
the information into the decision-making 
process and assess its impact on time 
variables (whether the effect occurs now, 
in six days or in a month) and capabilities 
(whether these are excessive or insuf-
ficient). This must be done in a complex 
environment where information and dis-
information intertwine. For an on-board 
headquarters, this requires resilient sys-
tems, protection against hybrid threats and 
highly qualified personnel. Exercises such 
as Steadfast Dart 26 allow us to train for 
this integration across the six domains in 
realistic conditions, reinforcing our collec-
tive deterrence and defence capabilities.

that this location was chosen when plan-
ning the exercise. The Baltic Sea is a vital 
strategic hub for NATO’s regional secu-
rity. The area is home to key maritime 
trade routes, critical energy infrastructure 
and undersea cables on which our econ-
omies and societies depend. Therefore, 
a credible and sustained Allied maritime 
presence in this region is essential to en-
sure deterrence, freedom of navigation 
and the protection of NATO’s collective 
interests against conventional and hybrid 
threats.

“The maritime component,” explained 
Vice Admiral Pérez Puig, “brings a unique 
agility to the Allied architecture: our mo-
bility and autonomy allow us to react 
swiftly, while our mere maritime presence 

in the area already has a strategic impact 
and sends a clear deterrent message.

MARITIME INTERDICTION
The amphibious exercise conducted on 
18 February at Putlos beach in Germany 
highlighted NATO’s ability to seamlessly 
integrate maritime, air and special oper-
ations capabilities in a contested coastal 
environment. 

Following this phase, a maritime in-
terdiction operation was carried out from 
the Castilla, with German frigate FGS 
Brandenburg acting as the simulated 
hostile vessel. The aim was to test the 
ARF’s capability to intercept and control 
vessels operating outside the law at sea, 
thereby reinforcing international law. The 

German frigate FGS Brandenburg is boarded by special operations forces in a simulated maritime 
interdiction exercise.

Under the command of Joint Force 
Command Brunssum, 10,000 troops 
from eleven countries participated  

in this exercise

April 2026
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boarding team was inserted by helicopter 
to rapidly secure the vessel and control 
its critical areas. Once the vessel was 
secured, the forces carried out thorough 
inspections, demonstrating their ability to 
execute non-cooperative boarding, cargo 
searching, evidence collection and, if nec-
essary, divert the vessel to an Allied port 
for further action.

The Castilla also served as a platform 
for Spanish special operations units to 
rehearse other activities. From its deck, 
helicopters performed fast-rope manoeu-
vres, and both rescue and threat neu-
tralisation procedures in coastal environ-
ments. These forces were integrated into 
the ARF Special Operations Component 
Command (SOCC), which Spain has led 
for the second consecutive year through 
a Headquarters under the command of 
General Ángel Ramón Herrezuelo Pérez.

In addition to these operations at sea, 
the special operations personnel integrated 

Spanish VAMTAC ST5 vehicles at the Bergen training area during an exercise alongside troops from the Czech Republic, Italy and Türkiye.

The logistical projection was carried out by land, sea and air. Pictured here is the loading of vehicles onto 
the Ysabel in the port of Santander on 5 February, bound for the German port of Emden.
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their capabilities into a land task force that 
conducted intensive training sessions in 
marksmanship, parachute and helicopter 
insertion, joint terminal attack controller 
procedures, close air support (CAS) and 
medical evacuations, in collaboration with 
Italian, Turkish and Czech units.

LAND COMPONENT
The projection of the Spanish Army units 
to the area of operations involved the 
transfer of 750 troops, 230 vehicles and 
25 containers of materiel and equipment, 
belonging to the 6th Almogávares Para-
chute Brigade (BRIPAC), the Army Airmobile 
Force (FAMET) and the Special Operations 
Command (MOE). The strategic deploy-
ment took place from 27 January to 5 
February 2026 and combined maritime 
transport (from the ports of Cartagena 
and Santander), air transport, rail and 
road convoys.

The BRIPAC contributed an infantry 
battalion —Lauria task force—, compris-
ing field and anti-aircraft artillery batteries, 
a sapper company, cavalry reconnaissance 
teams and a logistical support unit. For its 
part, the MOE participated with elements 
from its headquarters, a signals unit (rein-
forced with Navy and Air and Space Force 
personnel), a special operations task group 
(SOTG), two AS532 Cougar helicopters 
and a logistical support unit, while the 

K9 Lucas, a four-year-old Belgian Malinois from the Special Operations Command, with his handler after 
performing a parachute jump at the German training area.

Troops from the BRIPAC Lauria task force joined units from Italy and Türkiye as part of the ARF’s land 
component command.

EM
AD

With the ARF, 
Allies can ensure 
deterrence and, 

if necessary, 
respond to a crisis

FAMET deployed two NH90 Sarrio trans-
port helicopters.

Once in Germany, the units began 
their Reception, Staging and Onward 
Movement (RSOM) phase, during which 
the units moved to the Trauen and Hoh-
ne training areas. “We projected person-
nel, vehicles and command and control 
systems within very tight deadlines, and 
in less than 72 hours we were ready to 
execute tactical operations,” noted Lt Col 
Santiago Jiménez, commander of the 
Lauria battalion, regarding this logistical 
effort.

Multinational land forces practised 
combat in wooded terrain using live fire 
with all types of deployed weaponry. One 
of the most notable Spanish capabilities 
was the Light Gun howitzer battery, which, 
despite the harsh Baltic winter, carried out 
numerous fire missions and coordinated 
indirect fire support with multinational for-
ward observers.

The Spanish sappers integrated with 
the Italian sapper battalion. “We have 
demonstrated that our support is essen-
tial for the success of the exercise,” noted 
the company commander, Captain Jorge 
Sánchez, “as it enables the task group to 
breach and clear obstacles, contain the 
enemy, and secure our own positions; in 
short, we facilitate mobility, counter-mo-
bility and protection”.

The exercise concluded on 20 February 
with a demonstration at the Bergen train-
ing area, the largest and best-equipped in  
Germany. The dynamic display, with live fire, 



F OR the second consecutive year, 
Spain has led the Special Oper-
ations Component Command 
(SOCC) of the Allied Reaction 

Force (ARF) during exercise Steadfast 
Dart. “The main conclusion,” says Marine 
Corps Major General Ángel Ramón Her-
rezuelo, “is that we are perfectly capable 
of successfully carrying out this mis-
sion”. This comes as no surprise to the 
commander of the SOCC: “It is a prov-
en fact that the readiness, training and 
equipment of our units are of a very high 
standard within the Alliance”.

—The Spanish special forces 
have played a prominent role in this 
exercise. What has been their con-
tribution?

MAJOR GENERAL ÁNGEL RAMÓN HERREZUELO 
PÉREZ, COMMANDER OF THE JOINT SPECIAL 
OPERATIONS COMMAND

“WE ADAPT TO 
ANY SCENARIO”

ish Army, Navy, and Air and Space Force. 
It includes a land special operations task 
group (SOTG) and a maritime SOTG      
—each with integrated air-to-ground ca-
pabilities— a rotary-wing unit, as well as 
the necessary logistical and command 
and control assets required for a deploy-
ment of this nature.

It should be noted that Spain was the 
first and only Ally to offer NATO the Spe-
cial Operations Component Command 
capabilities that the ARF required at the 
time of its creation in 2024. Back then, 
Spain accepted the challenge of estab-
lishing and leading it, not just for an initial 
rotation, but extending its offer for a sec-
ond year, until July 2026.

—These units are known for their 
speed and precision. How have they 
been tested in this exercise?

—Undoubtedly, high readiness is 
one of the ARF’s primary and most de-
manding requirements. This is achieved 
through rapid deployment, enabling them 
to transition efficiently from deployment 
to operational readiness within the area 
of operations, thereby ensuring the oper-
ability and achievement of the assigned 
objectives. To this end, following the 
deployment phase —which utilised var-
ious converging projection assets in the 
assigned areas— the exercise sought a 
rapid transition to full operational capabil-
ity in a particularly demanding scenario: 
northern Germany, bordering the Baltic 
Sea, with the inherent meteorological 
factors of the season.

—Was logistics a challenge?
—Without a doubt. The primary ob-

jective was the planning and execution 
of a force deployment in a multi-domain 
environment in a simulated pre-crisis 
scenario, in which the logistical deploy-
ment of personnel and equipment, and 
the integration of the different domains 
in the area of operations was absolute-
ly realistic. From that perspective, the 
logistical challenge of deploying over 
10,000 troops from different Allied na-
tions, along with their warfighting assets, 
is a very significant undertaking. In the 
case of special operations, the goal is al-
ways to minimise the logistical footprint 
as much as possible and to ensure an 
effective and easy deployment. Forces 
were deployed by land, sea and air; and 
the process of reception, staging and 
onward movement (RSOM) to various 
locations required a major multinational 

“Spain was the 
first Ally to offer 

special operations 
capabilities to 

NATO”

EM
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—For the execution phase, the Span-
ish Joint Special Operations Command 
(SOCC) has provided the ARF Spe-
cial Operations Component Command 
Headquarters (ARF SOCC HQ). This 
headquarters is primarily based on the 
SOCC, with contributions from the Span-
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coordination and synchronisation ef-
fort. This process culminated success-
fully with full operational capability in 
the area, with all the necessary assets 
to carry out the assigned tasks, which 
enabled the implementation of various 
techniques and procedures, including 
close air support (CAS), maritime inter-
diction operations (MIO), combat div-
ing and parachute insertions, amongst 
others.

—And what about command and 
control?

—The necessary networks and 
links were established to ensure, on 
the one hand, contact with subordi-
nate units and, on the other, contact 
with the superior unit, namely the ARF 
commander. Furthermore, this level of 
connectivity enabled constant contact 
with the other component commands, 
thereby increasing the level of interop-
erability across the entire ARF. This entire 
interconnectivity framework was also re-
inforced by the essential exchange of liai-
son teams between all the commands, 
a necessary tool to ensure fluidity in 
overall situational awareness and its 
development.

—What conclusions can be 
drawn from these two years of ARF 
leadership?

—The main conclusion is that 
Spain is perfectly capable of suc-
cessfully carrying out this task. On the 
one hand, the SOCC, with the neces-
sary support, is capable of exercising 
command and control over a special 
operations component command, in-
cluding subordinate units, in accord-
ance with NATO requirements and  
standards. 

Its successful participation in the 
various ARF-scoped exercises proves 
this. On the other hand, it is a proven 
fact that the readiness, training and 
equipment of our units are of a very 
high standard within the Alliance.

However, experience shows us that 
there is always room for improvement, 
such as the essential provision of CIS 
capabilities that are interoperable with 
Allied nations and capable of operating 
in hybrid environments, next-genera-
tion electronic warfare capabilities, or 
the constant updating of UAS/C-UAS 
(Unmanned Aerial Systems/Coun-
ter-UAS) means, in line with the lessons 
learned from the war in Ukraine.

demonstrated how land, air and special op-
erations forces integrate to achieve a shared 
operational effect. The tactical purpose was 
the coordinated use of airborne infantry and 
special operations forces to neutralise a 
simulated high-value target (HVT).

A multinational task group of approx-
imately 300 troops from the Czech Re-
public, Italy, Spain and Türkiye took part, 
operating under the unified command of 
the Italian 8th Alpini Regiment.

Following Steadfast Dart 26, the Span-
ish units that were integrated into the land 
component command continued their 
training by participating in the German Ar-
my’s exercise Grand Quadriga 26 for an-
other four days. Following the conclusion 
of this bilateral phase, the units were stra-
tegically redeployed to their home bases. 
Meanwhile, the Spanish maritime units re-
mained in the area for a few more days to 
participate in exercise Northern Quadriga 

26, conducted in the North Sea and the 
German coastal waters.

The leadership of the ARF rotates 
annually among the Allies. It is currently 
held by Italy, which will be replaced by 
France in July. Spain aspires to com-
mand the force in the following period, 
from July 2027 to June 2028.

To this end, and in parallel with ex-
ercise Steadfast Dart 26, the Castillejos 
Division Headquarters has undergone a 
NATO evaluation (CREVAL). Once this cer-
tification is obtained, during the specified 
period a Spanish general will be in charge 
of training the forces of the various NATO 
member states, integrating them and en-
suring their interoperability. This will also 
mean that Steadfast Dart 28 —NATO’s 
most important exercise in 2028— will 
take place on Spanish soil.

Víctor Hernández
Photos: JFC Brunssum and EMAD

Spanish military personnel at the Bergen training area during exercise Grand Quadriga 26, where they 
continued their training after the conclusion of Steadfast Dart.

The Spanish Army deployed 750 troops 
and 230 vehicles to Germany, mostly from 

the BRIPAC and the MOE
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A DMIRAL Cavo Dragone (Ar-
quata Scrivia, Italy, 1957) is 
satisfied with the official visit he 
conducted to Spain as head 
of the NATO Military Commit-

tee. Over the course of three days, from 
3 to 5 February 2026, he was received in 
audience by HM King Felipe VI; he met 
with Defence Minister Margarita Robles 
and with the Chief of the Defence Staff 
(CHOD), Admiral General Teodoro López 
Calderón; and led the visits of the Com-
mittee —the organization’s highest mili-
tary authority— to various NATO, EU, and 
national facilities in Madrid and Valencia. 
“These visits are not an ‘extra’ —he stat-
ed— they are absolutely essential. In our 
daily work we speak of capabilities, read-
iness, resilience, and command and con-
trol, but here we see how decisions are 
translated into actions, information into 
awareness, and awareness into protec-
tion. And most importantly, we have met 
the personnel behind these tasks: profes-
sionals who monitor, coordinate, analyse 
and anticipate, often working quietly be-
hind the scenes, and always tirelessly”.

Former Chief of Staff of the Italian Navy 
and Defence, Admiral Cavo Dragone, as-
serted that Spain contributes substantially 
to the Alliance through its capabilities, its 
deployments, and by hosting key func-
tions. As he pointed out in this interview, 
“capabilities are not just a matter of fund-
ing, they also involve personnel, equip-
ment, and training”. “You provide security 
—he told Spanish service members dur-

ing one of the visits— not as a slogan, but 
as a daily, tangible service that is always 
available”.

—We are currently experiencing a 
period of particular discord between 
the US and the rest of its allies, espe-
cially the Europeans. From a military 
perspective, is the transatlantic link 
strong?

—I can confirm that the Alliance is 
solid and strong. The US commitment 
to NATO remains ironclad. But this com-
mitment comes with the expectation that 
Allies step up their investment in defence. 
That is exactly what is happening. At the 
last meeting of the Chiefs of Defence, a 
couple of weeks ago in Brussels, our co-
hesion was tangible. The link is built into 
how NATO deters and defends: integrat-
ed commands, planning, and forces that 
train and deploy together every day. At the 
military level, the “transatlantic link” is a 
combined system. Europeans are shoul-

dering their responsibility, by leading most 
of NATO’s Forward Land Forces battle-
groups along the Eastern Flank. Spain, for 
example, leads in Slovakia, while the US 
and Canada remain key framework na-
tions in Poland and Latvia. Finally, NATO’s 
deterrence rests on the right mix of con-
ventional, missile defence, cyber/space, 
and nuclear forces, the latter in which US 
strategic forces remain the ultimate guar-
antee, alongside UK and French contri-
butions. As a last update, I can add that 
—at the beginning of February— Allies 
have agreed on a new distribution of sen-
ior officer responsibility across the NATO 
Command Structure in which European 
Allies, including NATO’s newest members, 
will play a more prominent role in the Alli-
ance’s military leadership.

—What are the main challenges 
and threats to the Alliance and its cit-
izens at this time?

—Russia is the most significant and di-
rect threat to Allied security, while terrorism 
remains the most direct asymmetric threat 
to our citizens. At the same time, the threat 
picture has widened: hybrid campaigns —
including sabotage, disinformation, coer-
cion— malicious cyber activity, electronic 
warfare like GPS jamming, and risks to crit-
ical infrastructure, especially undersea ca-
bles and pipelines. For militaries, this means 
a true “multi-domain” posture: stronger 
Integrated Air and Missile Defence, better 
counter-UAS, and higher resilience and 
readiness so we can respond at the speed 

ADMIRAL GIUSEPPE CAVO DRAGONE, CHAIR OF THE NATO MILITARY COMMITTEE

“SPAIN IS A  
HIGH-VALUE ALLY”

“The Alliance is solid and strong, and the security of Europe and North America is 
indivisible”

“The aim in Ukraine 
is to create an 

integrated system 
so that it can defend 
itself today and deter 

tomorrow”

INTERVIEW
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of relevance. In regard to China, while it is 
not considered as an adversary, we know 
that by providing dual-use technologies to 
Russia, and helping them to circumvent 
sanctions, it remains a decisive enabler of 
the Russian war against Ukraine. 

fight is our fight. We have a number of 
initiatives in support to Ukraine, starting 
with NSATU (NATO Security Assistance 
and Training in Ukraine, based in Wies-
baden, with logistics hubs on the East-
ern Flank), which coordinates training, 
equipment flows, repair/sustainment and 
longer-term force development to help 
Ukraine move toward NATO interoper-
ability. Technically, this is about building 
an end-to-end system: training pipelines, 
unified “request signals,” sustainment and 
repair capacity, and lessons-learned inte-
gration, so Ukraine can defend today and 
deter tomorrow. Additionally, the initiative 
called PURL (Prioritised Ukraine Require-
ments List) provides critical equipment 
for Ukraine, like air defence, ammunition 
and other essential equipment. Over two-
thirds of Allies have committed to PURL, 
and two partners, New Zealand and Aus-
tralia. This support complements other 
initiatives, like the NSATU Trust Fund and 
the Comprehensive Assistance Package 
(CAP) Trust Fund, as well as a range of 
other Allied bilateral or multilateral initia-
tives.

—Is the Alliance considering get-
ting involved in any way in the future 
Volunteer Mission that will be de-
ployed once a peace agreement with 
Russia has been signed?

—First of all, it must be emphasised that 
any post-agreement arrangements would 
depend on the conditions, the mandate, 
and political decisions. A key principle 
is durability: any future settlement must 
avoid what happened in the past, and 
ensure Russia cannot threaten Ukraine 
again. If NATO were asked to contribute 
in any form, it would be assessed through 
the appropriate NATO political and military 
channels and aligned with Alliance tasks 
and legal frameworks. I believe it is impor-
tant to praise the ongoing efforts by the 
Coalition of the Willing, led by the UK and 
France, to provide robust security guaran-
tees, after a peace deal with Russia.

—After peace is achieved, what 
role will NATO Security Assistance 
and Training in Ukraine (NSATU) play?

—NSATU’s purpose is to make support 
more coherent and predictable, and that 
remains essential after any agreement, be-
cause deterrence is what prevents relapse 

—Since the beginning of the Rus-
sian invasion of Ukraine, the Alliance 
has shown its full military support for 
Kiev. Is that support still solid?

—Without a doubt! Ukraine’s security 
contributes to NATO’s security, and their 
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into war. And here too the role of the Co-
alition of the Willing will be key.  NSATU’s 
core tasks —coordinating training, coordi-
nating equipment donations, coordinating 
transfer/repair via logistics hubs, and sup-
porting longer-term force developments—
are exactly the building blocks of sustainable 
defence. It also helps integrate Ukrainian 
staff into the process, keeping support 
tied to operational needs and accelerating 
NATO-standard interoperability. Regard-
less of when this war ends, our support 
to Ukraine will continue, as an important 
factor to ensure a lasting peace.

—In recent months, the Alliance 
has launched new defence activities 
such as Eastern Sentry on the East-
ern Flank and a similar one in the 
Baltic. How are these missions pro-
gressing? [Following this interview, 
NATO launched Artic Sentry, another 
activity in the Northern Flank]

—They are progressing well and reflect 
adaptation to a changing threat. Eastern 
Sentry, launched by our Allied Command 
for Operations in September 2025, is a 
flexible multi-domain activity enhancing 
vigilance along the entire Eastern Flank: 
across air, land and sea domains, whilst 
incorporating innovative tactics and tech-
nologies for threats like drones. It also 
connects and synchronises assets that 
already exist from the High North to the 
Black Sea, thus improving warning, re-
sponse and reinforcement. Baltic Sentry, 
launched in January 2025, strengthens 
protection of critical undersea infrastruc-
ture in the Baltic Sea through increased 
presence and surveillance by frigates, 
maritime patrol aircraft, and other assets, 
like uncrewed systems (as successfully 
tested by our Allied Command for Trans-
formation), to deter and respond to dest-
abilising acts. Both activities add flexibility 
and strength to our posture, and make 
clear that, as a defensive Alliance, we are 
always ready to defend.

—How are the new Alliance De-
fence Plans agreed upon at the Vilni-
us Summit being implemented?

—Implementation means turning plans 
into executable readiness: assigning forc-
es, ensuring enablers logistics, infrastruc-
ture, stockpiles, spares and exercising the 
full reinforcement chain, from national units 

to NATO command and control. The de-
cisions taken at the 2024 Vilnius Summit 
also reinforced the move toward much 
higher readiness, well over 300,000 troops 
at high readiness, backed by substantial 
air and naval power. In practical terms, we 
are measuring progress by preparedness 
outcomes: how quickly forces can deploy, 
integrate, sustain, and fight under NATO 
command in a contested environment. 
And we work daily in further developing 
our forces and capabilities, against the 
targets agreed by Allies, which define the 
resources, forces and capabilities we need 
to fulfil our defence plans.

—With regard to capabilities, what 
is the Alliance doing to implement the 
new objectives?

—As mentioned, NATO has translated the 
defence plans into new capability targets, as 
agreed by Defence Ministers on 5 June 2025. 
These targets outline what Allies must field 
to be ready “to fight tonight”: air and missile 
defence, long-range fires, logistics, large ma-
noeuvre formations, and more. To resource 
this, Allies agreed at The Hague Summit last 
year to a  5% defence investment commit-
ment by 2035, made of: 3.5% for core de-
fence requirements, like warships, aircraft, 
munitions stockpiles but also drones and 
long-range missile systems, as well as space 
and cyber capabilities; and up to  1.5%  for 
defence and security-related investments, 
such as resilience, infrastructure and industri-
al capacity, able to surge and sustain. But let 
me remind a key point: capability is not only 
budgets. It is also about personnel, which 
remains central in our mission to deter and 
defend, with its equipment and training.

—How is this development of prior-
ity capabilities being coordinated with 
the EU?

—NATO sets the military requirements 
and standards; the EU brings powerful tools 
on industrial scale-up, regulation, infrastruc-
ture investment, and mobility. This is com-
plementary when aligned early and kept 
interoperable. Military mobility is a flagship 
example: NATO needs fast reinforcement; 
the EU can reduce legal and administrative 
friction and upgrade dual-use transport corri-
dors. The concept remains the same: one set 
of forces, one set of credible plans, supported 
by coherent NATO-EU implementation.

—In recent months, the European 
Union has been taking historic steps 
to develop strategic autonomy and its 
own defence. How is this compatible 
with the Alliance?

—A stronger European defence is 
not only desirable, but is a must when 

INTERVIEW

“NATO and the 
EU complement 
each other when 
they coordinate 

and remain 
interoperable”
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it strengthens the European pillar  with-
in NATO, avoids duplication, and preserves 
full interoperability, because Europe’s and 
North America’s security are indivisible. 
Strategic autonomy should mean great-
er European capacity to act and sustain, 
more readiness, more resilience, more 
industrial output, and not strategic sep-
aration. That is how we keep deterrence 
credible and burden-sharing fair.

—Along these lines, the EU has just 
approved a new regulation on military 
mobility to facilitate the movement 
of troops and equipment throughout 
Europe. How will this mobility benefit 
the Alliance?

—Yes, in November 2025, the Europe-
an Commission launched a Military Mobility 
Package, with a direction exactly right for 

NATO: faster cross-border permissions for 
military equipment, clearer national coordi-
nation, and infrastructure such as roads, 
railways and bridges that can actually take 
heavy or big loads. For the Alliance, military 
mobility is a combat multiplier: the ability to 
reinforce and sustain quickly is as decisive 
as the number of battalions available.

—Projecting security is another of 
NATO’s main pillars. What missions 
does the Alliance currently have out-
side NATO territory?

—NATO’s current missions in-
clude:  KFOR in Kosovo, ensuring a safe 
and secure environment and freedom of 
movement; NATO Mission Iraq [tempo-
rarily suspended on the ground, due to 
the Middle East conflict], a non-combat 
advisory and capacity-building mission; 

and Operation Sea Guardian in the Medi-
terranean, which delivers maritime security 
tasks including situational awareness and 
counter-terrorism. We also cooperate with 
a large number of partners, even far from 
the Atlantic, because security is not region-
al, but global. We do this through tailored 
partnership support, training, interopera-
bility, and resilience-building, so partners 
can provide their own security and reduce 
spillover risks. Several countries in the In-
do-Pacific —Japan, the Republic of Korea, 
Australia and New Zealand— joined us for 
part of the recent meeting of the Chiefs of 
Defence at NATO Headquarters.

—Finally, how do you assess 
Spain’s contribution to the Alliance?

—Spain is a high-value Ally: strategically 
positioned, operationally engaged, and in-
creasingly central to NATO’s posture. We 
have no doubt that Spain made it a prior-
ity to fulfil its capability targets, and work is 
in progress. From an operational point of 
view, it is the framework nation for NATO’s 
Forward Land Forces in  Slovakia, direct-
ly strengthening deterrence on the East-
ern Flank. Spain also hosts and enables 
key NATO functions, like the Combined 
Air Operations Centre (CAOC), in Torre-
jón, and the High Readiness Force Land 
Headquarters in Bétera (Valencia), both 
of which I had the pleasure to visit, along 
with the whole NATO Military Committee, 
at the beginning of February. There, we got 
a first-hand impression on how effectively 
Spain supports NATO operations. Spain 
also hosts the C-IED Centre of Excellence 
in Madrid, which builds expertise that saves 
lives across the Alliance. Let me also high-
light Spain’s contributions across the air 
and maritime domains, on the Eastern 
Flank and especially in the Mediterranean, 
all essential for a 360-degree security: from 
deterrence and defence to maritime situa-
tional awareness and counter-terrorism. In 
December, I was in Baghdad and I had the 
pleasure to meet the Spanish forces con-
tributing to NATO Mission Iraq. And a last, 
important word on the support to Ukraine: 
Spain announced a significant support 
package for Ukraine, including an important 
contribution to the PURL initiative, to make 
sure that Ukraine can get the critical military 
equipment it urgently needs to defend itself.

Rosa Ruiz/ Santiago F. del Vado
Photos: Hélène Gicquel
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ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE 
IN THE SERVICE OF PEACE

The city of A Coruña hosted the third global Summit on Responsible Artificial 
Intelligence in the Military Domain (REAIM 2026), where Margarita Robles 

advocated a framework focused on ‘ethical values’

Opening ceremony 
of REAIM 2026, 

which hosted various 
activities relating to AI 
in the field of defence.
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A RTIFICIAL Intelligence (AI) is 
changing everything. This is 
equally true in the field of de-
fence, where its unrestrained 
application in an increasingly 

polarised geopolitical context can prove 
destructive. As a result, to identify princi-
ples aimed at preventing advanced ana-
lytics in the military domain from escaping 
human control, representatives from in-
ternational organisations, governments, 
industry, academia and civil society gath-
ered at the third global Summit on Re-
sponsible Artificial Intelligence in the Military 
Domain. Held on 4-5 February 2026 at 
the Exhibition and Congress Centre in A 
Coruña, the summit was co-organised 
by the Spanish Ministry of Defence and 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, European 
Union and Cooperation (MAEUEC), with 
the participation of over 1,000 people 
from some 85 delegations. The event 
featured round-table discussions, expert 
presentations and plenary sessions, while 
several industry stakeholders displayed a 
variety of practical AI applications in an 
exhibition area with live demonstrations of 
AI-enabled tools.

THE ETHICAL DIMENSION
Defence Minister Margarita Robles advo-
cated a framework for the use and appli-
cation of AI focused on ‘ethical values’ 
and the pursuit of peace. “We want to 
maximise the role of the Armed Forces, 
and we understand that artificial intelli-
gence is crucial in any scenario; however, 
in these difficult times, the ethical dimen-
sion is paramount,” declared the head of 
the Defence Department. During the sum-
mit in the city of A Coruña, she also held 
bilateral meetings with her counterparts 
from Bolivia, Cape Verde, Kenya, North 
Macedonia and Mauritania.

Due to delays brought on by ad-
verse weather conditions, neither Robles 
nor the Secretary of State for Defence 
(SEDEF), Amparo Valcarce, or the Secre-
tary of State and Director of the National 
Intelligence Centre, Esperanza Casteleiro, 
were able to attend the opening ceremo-
ny. Lt Gen Miguel Ivorra, Director General 
for Strategy and Innovation of the Defence 
Industry (DIGEID), therefore delivered the 
SEDEF’s speech, which argued that the 
summit should not only be a forum for re-
flection, but also for application.

According to Valentín González For-
moso, President of the Provincial Coun-
cil of A Coruña, “Summits like this one, 
which address accountability and ethics 
in the use of this technology, speak highly 
of those who promote them”. For her part, 
Inés Rey, Mayor of A Coruña, home to the 
Spanish Agency for the Supervision of Ar-
tificial Intelligence (AESIA), highlighted this 
city’s role in the military and technological 
fields and called for “an ethical govern-
ance that prioritises individuals and up-
holds compliance with international law”.

Before the opening session, the Chief 
of the Defence Staff (CHOD), Admiral 

Over 1,000 
people from 

85 delegations 
participated in 

the meeting

Defence Minister Margarita Robles together with Amparo Valcarce, Secretary of State for Defence; Esperanza Casteleiro, 
Secretary of State and Director of the National Intelligence Centre; and other civilian and military officials.
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General Teodoro López Calderón, em-
phasised that our Armed Forces seek AI 
solutions that improve situational aware-
ness, decision-making processes and our 
military capabilities, “but always within a 
transparent, legally compliant, ethical, 
moral, and strict control framework”.

Lt Gen José María Millán, Director 
General of the Centre for Information and 
Communication Systems and Technolo-
gies (CESTIC) of the Spanish Ministry of 
Defence, stated during the summit that 
“we must continue to be responsible and 
accountable for the use of AI in the mili-
tary domain”. “We need to strengthen this 
joint project,” added Millán in reference to 
the REAIM summit, “to ensure that AI is a 
force in the service of peace, stability and 
the common good”. He also added that AI 
“does not replace human judgement, but 
it does amplify its consequences”.

DAY TWO
The second and final day of the summit 
began with a discussion moderated by 
the Director General of the CESTIC, in 
which several speakers presented their 
views on the military use of AI, including 
Major General Fernando Morón, Director 
of Doctrine, Organisation and Materiel of 
the Spanish Army’s Training and Doctrine 
Command; Rear Admiral Javier Vázquez 
of the Navy General Staff; and Major Gen-
eral Alejandro Chueca of the Air and Space 
Force General Staff. All three agreed that, 

although capabilities and missions vary 
greatly and are quite different between 
the Army, the Navy and the Air and Space 
Force, in general terms AI should serve 
to support the decision-making process; 
however, its recommendations should not 
be interpreted as binding orders.

Soraya Artiles, Deputy Director Gen-
eral for Information Security and Artificial 
Intelligence of the CESTIC, who partici-
pated in one of the sessions, presented 
Spain’s strategic plan to strengthen the 
capabilities of the future.

The official closing ceremony was led 
by Alberto Ucelay, Director General for 
Foreign and Security Policy of the Minis-
try of Foreign Affairs, as neither Minister 
Albares nor the Minister for Digital Trans-
formation and the Civil Service, Óscar 
López, were able to attend the summit 
due to adverse weather conditions. How-
ever, the Secretary of State for Defence, 
Amparo Valcarce, did attend this session.

Ucelay argued that “it is essential to 
enhance our commitment to multilat-
eralism,” stressing that “on its own, no 
country can face new challenges, nor 
can it harness the benefits that new tech-
nologies have to offer”. In this regard, he 
emphasised that Spain seeks to “pro-
mote inclusive and effective international 
initiatives that enable the advancement of 
responsible AI use”. He also insisted that 
the summit’s conclusions be integrated 
into the United Nations open debates and 

In A Coruña, Minister Robles held bilateral meetings with her counterparts from several 
countries, including Janine Lélis from Cape Verde.

The Director General of the CESTIC, Lt Gen José María Millán, chaired a round-table discussion 
attended by representatives from the Spanish Army, Navy, and Air and Space Force.

There was a formal 
call for the summit’s 

conclusions to be 
integrated into the 

United Nations open 
debates

Ma
ría

 Jo
sé

 M
uñ

oz

RE
AIM

 20
26



April 2026 Revista Española de Defensa      23

Artificial intelligence  
and human accountability

THIS third edition of the REAIM summit has 
served as a magnificent platform for exchang-
ing views on how military AI can contribute 

to strengthening peace and security —avoiding 
risks derived from irresponsible use or system fail-
ure— while ensuring combat superiority in current 
and future operating environments. This is achieved 
through ethical standards that permit the exploitation 
of AI advantages while closely managing and moni-
toring its risks.

We can affirm that we are already engaged in 
what is often referred to as information-age warfare. 
It is characterised, among other things, by battlefield 
transparency, in which every platform is likely to be 
located, tracked, acquired by weapon systems and 
engaged, particularly close to the front line. All this 
takes place on a highly sensor-driven battlefield that 
generates an enormous amount of data from six dif-
ferent domains. This information must be updated in 
near-real time, fused, analysed and presented appro-
priately to each level of command and operational 
planning: strategic, operational and tactical.

For several years now, there has been a clear 
need to introduce new, emerging and disruptive 
technologies in order to achieve combat superiority, 
thereby partially offsetting the need for large amounts 
of material resources and, in particular, personnel, 
which is the hardest resource to acquire.

Amongst these disruptive technologies, AI 
stands out as an operational and strategic necessity, 
as I already outlined in the ‘Visión de la Inteligencia 
Artificial en las Fuerzas Armadas” (Vision of Artificial 
Intelligence in the Armed Forces) in March 2024.

In fact, AI is already a key driver of our defence 
digital transformation. It will allow us to achieve de-
cisive operational advantages in today’s complex 
security environment, as it is applicable not only to 
combat, but also to logistics or force readiness. It will 
also pave the way for advances in 
predictive and prescriptive mainte-
nance and simulation, which directly 
translate into greater systems avail-
ability and improved training stand-
ards, essential aspects in the current 
climate in which the demand for en-
listed personnel is ever-increasing. 
If we accept these assertions as 
true, the development of our own 
sovereign capabilities, which limit 
our external dependence on these 

systems, becomes one of the structural and urgent 
strategic priorities of defence policy, both our own 
and that of our Allies.

Spain has adopted and expanded upon the prin-
ciples of responsible use set out in the NATO strategy. 
These principles are not mere recommendations, but 
mandatory requirements for any system employing 
artificial intelligence within the Alliance. These include 
legality, responsibility, accountability, explainability, 
traceability, reliability, governance and the mitigation 
of unintended biases. It is crucial that the governance 
framework overseeing the use of this promising tech-
nology ensures strict adherence to our values and 
code of conduct during its implementation, and this 
should be considered a non-negotiable objective of 
our activity in this field. Consequently, we must con-
tinue to facilitate the integration of artificial intelligence 
into our military capabilities in order to maintain su-
periority over the adversary, paying special attention 
to improving interoperability and protecting ourselves 
from the use of AI by both state and non-state actors 
who oppose us. However, as the Spanish strategy 
points out, artificial intelligence must be an enabler, 
not a substitute for human accountability: individuals 
must always remain ultimately accountable for ac-
tions undertaken by an AI-enabled system.

This ‘Human in the loop’ concept is a non-ne-
gotiable legal and moral requirement for our Armed 
Forces. This summit on the responsible use of AI in 
the military domain is undoubtedly an important initi-
ative to try to expand the responsible use of a crucial 
technology that many knowledgeable thinkers have 
compared to the turning point marked by the advent 
of the nuclear weapon.

As mentioned earlier, the vision of the Spanish 
Armed Forces focuses on seeking AI solutions that 
improve situational awareness, decision-making pro-
cesses and our military capabilities, but always within a 

transparent, legally compliant, ethical, 
moral, and strict control framework.

In the face of this challenging 
technological landscape, we must 
remember that the men and women 
serving in our Armed Forces are their 
greatest asset, and that their con-
duct in compliance with our ethical 
code, as set out in the Royal Ordi-
nances of the Spanish Armed Forc-
es, is absolutely essential, whether it 
involves AI or any other technology.

Admiral General 
Teodoro López 

Calderón
Chief of the 

Defence Staff

Artificial 
Intelligence 
must be an 
enabler, not 
a substitute, 
for human 

responsibility
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called for an ongoing dialogue between 
the REAIM and the United Nations.

Navantia was among the defence 
contractors and tech firms showcasing 
AI-driven solutions. During the summit, this 
state-owned company presented its Inte-
grated Services System (ISS), developed 
in partnership with the University of Vigo 
as part of a broader naval digital transfor-
mation strategy to provide a secure and 
intelligent digital structure aboard ships.

PATHWAYS TO ACTION
The final declaration, entitled “Pathways to 
Action”, underscores that the responsible 
use and development of AI “can and should 
contribute to international peace and secu-
rity”. This declaration points out that artificial 
intelligence can help reduce the exposure 
of personnel to danger, improve the pro-
tection of civilians, and support more timely 
and better-informed decision-making, but 
warns of risks such as miscalculations, bias 
or loss of control. In this regard, the doc-
ument reiterates that “states and individu-
als (rather than machines and algorithms)” 

measures to protect the integrity, availabil-
ity and confidentiality of data and mitigat-
ing its manipulation by non-state actors, 
including terrorist groups; ensuring the 
delineation of clear chains of command 
to avoid accountability gaps; designating 
a national focal point —such as a desig-
nated AI director— to facilitate govern-
ment-wide coordination, etc.

Furthermore, the text stresses the 
importance of strengthening international 
cooperation, promoting capacity-building 
—including for developing countries—, 
and involving industry and academia more 
closely in promoting responsible AI in the 
military domain and in boosting research.

The A Coruña summit was a continua-
tion of two previous meetings held in The 
Hague (Netherlands) in 2023 and Seoul 
(Republic of Korea) in 2024. These meetings 
already established a common understand-
ing of the vital importance of AI in areas such 
as military operations, command and con-
trol, intelligence, training, information man-
agement and logistical support.

Santiago F. del Vado

Several companies, including Navantia, presented various initiatives related to the military use of AI.

bear legal and ethical accountability and 
emphasises that AI-enabled decision-sup-
port systems “should support, not replace, 
the exercise of human judgement”.

The declaration sets out specific 
measures: conducting risk assessments 
of AI-enabled military systems prior to 
deployment; performing legal reviews of 
weapons, means and methods of warfare 
enabled by this technology; strengthening 

There was a 
formal call for 
the summit’s 

conclusions to be 
integrated into 

the United Nations 
open debates
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THE Spanish Armed Forces are currently undergoing a 
process of deep transformation driven by the progressive 
integration of advanced technologies, such as artificial 
intelligence (AI), automation, and big data analytics. This 
evolution affects not only weapons systems and logistical 

processes, but also the exercise of command, decision-making 
and the ethics underpinning military leadership in an increasingly 
complex and fast-paced operational environment.

Technology is a decisive factor in shaping the States’ power, not 
only because it reinforces it, but also because it generates cumu-
lative transformation dynamics: every new breakthrough paves the 
way for other technological developments, multiplying their stra-
tegic impact. Against this backdrop, the international balance of 
power is conditioned by the technological gap between nations, in 
a scenario of accelerated competition in which many capabilities 
quickly become obsolete.

Furthermore, a significant portion of these technologies is 
dual-use. Systems designed for civilian, commercial or scientific 
purposes can be directly applied in the military field, while others 
originate directly from defence research. Artificial intelligence has 
thus established itself as one of the keys to the Fourth Industri-
al Revolution, and in 2026 it has gone from being a possibility to 
becoming an operational reality in various theatres and domains.

In the current environment, the Armed Forces face a new par-
adigm. This goes beyond a mere technological or armament up-
grade, as it reaches the very core of military culture. In fact, the 
emergence of AI is reshaping the very essence of military lead-

ership. In this context, military leaders must operate in scenarios 
in which reality changes in milliseconds. Addressing such circum-
stances requires defining the different spheres of responsibility, as 
well as the ethics that should bridge the gap between legal rules 
and military culture.

In the light of this reality, the challenge for the Armed Forces 
is not only technical. The integration of intelligent systems raises 
profound issues regarding the exercise of command, the attribution 
of accountability and the preservation of the values that have his-
torically underpinned military leadership. This is because tools do 
not possess morality or ethics of their own; such values depend on 
how they are used. The issue is that this complexity makes assign-
ing responsibilities increasingly difficult, which accentuates prob-
lems that were already present in previous technological contexts.

“Once the rockets are up, who cares where they come down? 
That’s not my department,” said Wernher von Braun. This reflec-
tion illustrates the risks of a fragmentation of responsibilities, which 
modern military leadership must consciously avoid. Military history 
offers numerous examples of how the functional fragmentation of 

Human judgement in the era of artificial intelligence

Military Leadership and 
Command Ethics

Military leaders must  
operate in scenarios in which 

reality changes  
in milliseconds
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decisions can dilute the perception of individual responsibility. In the 
industrialised conflicts of the 20th century, the separation between 
those who designed the strategy, those who operated the technical 
systems and those who implemented orders on the ground contrib-
uted to a progressive depersonalisation of the use of force.

This phenomenon is exacerbated in highly technologised con-
texts in which the use of complex systems introduces a psycholog-
ical distance between the decision made and its consequences. 
When an action depends on multiple actors —analysts, operators, 
planners and decision-makers— the risk is not only operational but 
also moral: the temptation is to blame technique, procedures or 
systems for the result of the decision, instead of holding the human 
leader accountable for authorising the action.

Artificial intelligence, like any major technological innovation, 
exacerbates this challenge. As classical political theory has cau-
tioned, no far-reaching technical discovery allows us to fully an-
ticipate its political effects. This is precisely why military leadership 
must reinforce, rather than weaken, the sense of personal respon-
sibility in the exercise of command.

Military leadership rests on a dual pillar: on the one hand, 
‘potestas’, the legal power emanating from hierarchy; and on the 
other, ‘auctoritas’, the moral legitimacy resulting from expertise 
and example. However, AI alters this balance. We should bear in 
mind that the total sum of the information available in history is 
now expanding so fast that it doubles in size roughly every two 
years. At a command post that is overflowing with electromag-
netic signals and geographic intelligence, the leader is no longer 

the main source of information but rather the primary manager  
of uncertainty.

Moral authority in 2026 is no longer rooted in “knowing more” 
than the machine. Human discernment becomes the last bastion of 
‘auctoritas’. An algorithm can optimise a logistical route or identify a 
target with 99% accuracy; however, it lacks the ability to assess the 
politico-strategic impact of an error or to understand the morale of 
an exhausted unit. The command authority must act as a regulator, 
ensuring that algorithmic efficiency does not undermine the ultimate 
goal of the mission. It is important to remember that war is a social, 
cultural and fundamentally human phenomenon that is waged using 
the tools that a society has at its disposal at a given time in history.

THE FOUR TRANSFORMATIONS
The integration of AI into the military sphere does not introduce 
just a single change, but rather a series of concurrent shifts af-
fecting knowledge, human relations, decision-making time and the 
command’s ethical framework. Below are four of the most rele-
vant transformations from the perspective of contemporary military 
leadership:

 1. The Epistemic Revolution: From Data to Contextual 
Understanding. AI’s processing power has led to a knowledge 
asymmetry. Leaders need to change from being “analysts” to “in-
terpreters”. The epistemic risk lies in a “blind trust in the screen”: if 
the AI concludes the enemy is flanking the force, the leader must 
be able to discern whether the algorithm is falling prey to data 
spoofing or training bias. Critical data literacy must now be a core  
command skill.
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2. The Relational Dimension: Hybrid Teams and Trust. The 
integration of autonomous systems, such as the drone swarms 
tested in the Ukraine conflict and the US Gremlins programme, 
has ushered in the era of Manned-Unmanned Teaming (MUM-T). 
Leadership is no longer exclusively interpersonal; it is exercised in 
hybrid environments in which people and autonomous systems 
interact. Since trust is an eminently human factor, managing it is 
a complex task for the command authority: excessive trust in AI 
leads to complacency while a lack of trust leads to operational 
inefficiency.

The integration of AI into Spain’s ‘Force 35’ programme seeks 
to ensure that soldiers view the autonomous system as a relia-
ble “partner” whose oversight is a tactical advantage rather than 
a burden.

3. Temporal Compression: The End of Traditional Delib-
eration. AI has compressed decision-making time. In scenarios 
of swarm saturation, the human brain cannot react at the required 
speed. This poses an operational dilemma: whether to delegate 
lethality to the machine (human-out-of-the-loop) or accept tactical 
vulnerability in order to retain human control (human-in-the-loop). 
Modern leadership requires the creation of pre-established trust 
protocols, in which human judgement operates primarily in the 
design of rules of engagement and in real-time oversight, acting 
more as an emergency override than as a manual operator. In this 
situation, leadership is determined by how well the boundaries of 
delegation and human control mechanisms are established, not by 
how quickly one responds.

4. The Ethical and Governance Dimension: The Power of 
Values. Ethics multiplies the long-term effectiveness of innovation 
rather than impeding it. The use of AI in target selection, as observed 
in recent precision operations in various international scenarios, rais-
es challenges regarding traceability. The EU AI Act establishes strict 
frameworks which, despite some military exceptions, inevitably set 
the standard for what democratic society expects from its armed 
forces. 

The military leader is the ultimate 
guardian of the principles of proportion-
ality and distinction —pillars of Interna-
tional Humanitarian Law (IHL)— whose 
application cannot be fully delegated to 
opaque or non-explainable systems.

CASES OF APPLICATION
The following examples should not 
be viewed just as technological ap-
plications, but as illustrations of how 
military leadership is either reinforced 
or strained by the use of AI-enabled 

systems. Technology always serves as decision support; it never 
replaces the exercise of human judgement.

The Spanish Ministry of Defence has taken significant steps in 
this regard. The implementation of the SILPRE system by Indra for 
predictive logistics illustrates how AI can enhance the operational ef-
fectiveness of the Spanish Army without displacing human command 
authority. In this case, the logistics officer makes decisions based on 
failure predictions but weighs factors such as the operational context, 

geopolitical deployment or strategic pri-
orities, which are aspects that no auto-
mated system can assess on its own. 
The final decision is, therefore, still the 
responsibility of the human command 
authority.

Likewise, the Joint Cyberspace 
Command (MCCE) uses AI to detect 
intrusions that would be invisible to 
the human eye. However, the decision 
to launch a cyber-counteroffensive is 
still the prerogative of humans, who 
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In this context, leadership relies not only on technical skills, 
but also on the character of the command authority. Traditional 
virtues such as prudence, temperance and a sense of duty take 
on renewed relevance when decisions are made using intelligent 
systems.

THE MORAL BURDEN OF ALGORITHMIC ERROR
One of the least explored dilemmas of military leadership in the 
AI era is not technological, but profoundly human: who bears the 
moral burden of the error when the decision has been made us-
ing an algorithm? In the military sphere in which obedience and 
responsibility are clearly defined, the integration of intelligent sys-
tems introduces an unprecedented grey area.

When a decision support system recommends a course of ac-
tion that eventually results in undesired consequences —collat-
eral damage, political escalation, or the loss of lives— the leader 
cannot claim technological neutrality. Delegating is not the same 
as abdicating. The military authority remains accountable even if 
the process was algorithmically assisted. This tension can lead to 
what some authors refer to as moral injury: the internal fracture 
occurring when the actions performed transgress the leader’s per-
sonal and professional values.

Unlike traditional human errors, algorithmic failure is often opaque, 
statistical and difficult to explain ex post facto. This requires a dual 
competence from the military command: accountability and moral 
strength to take responsibility for decisions made in a situation of 
great uncertainty. In this context, military command ethics ceases to 
be merely regulatory and becomes an ethics of character: prudence, 
temperance and moral courage in the face of systems that promise 
certainty but provide no meaning. From this perspective, AI does not 
reduce the burden of leadership; it intensifies it. The true leader is not 
the one who delegates the most, but the one who knows how far to 
delegate without losing his/her moral identity.

HUMAN JUDGEMENT AS AN ASYMMETRIC ADVANTAGE
AI will not replace military leaders, but those who use AI will replace 
those who do not. The real asymmetric advantage in 21st-century 
warfare will not be the fastest algorithm, but the organisation that 
best combines the machine’s computing power with human moral 
judgement, intuition and courage.

Ultimately, leadership consists in taking responsibility. A machine 
can perform an order, but it can never be held accountable before 
history or justice. The military leader of 2026, therefore, needs to 
be a technological humanist: someone who masters technology to 
protect the essence of humanity, even in the chaos of battle. 

AI may be the sword, but human judgement remains the arm 
that wields it and, above all, the mind that determines when force 
should be applied and when it must be restrained.

are aware of the implications of conflict escalation. These cases 
underscore the need for technological sovereignty: AI leadership 
requires possessing one’s own AI, whose biases and algorithms 
are known and auditable by the national chain of command. This 
example shows that even in highly automated domains such as 
cyberspace, the exercise of command retains a strategic and po-
litical dimension that cannot be automated. AI speeds up detec-
tion, whereas human leadership decides when, how and to what 
extent to act.

TRAINING FOR THE TIMES
Training in military academies and educational centres must be 
geared towards a model in which technological skills and humanis-
tic education converge in a balanced manner. The leadership of the 
future is taught not only in military training areas, but also in high-fi-
delity simulators that use generative AI to create adaptive scenarios, 
as well as by studying the works of the classical thinkers. 

The command authority needs to develop a “growth mindset” 
that can handle frustration with malfunctioning systems and the 
responsibility of commanding units where information is abundant 
but clarity is lacking. 
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L T. Gen. Juan Pablo Sánchez 
commands the Combined Air 
Operations Centre in Torrejón 
(CAOC TJ), the only operation-
al unit of the NATO Command 

Structure (NCS) located in Spain: an as-
signment of profound significance. “It is 
especially important because I must not 
only live up to the demands of this role as 
a Spanish commander of a multinational 
contingent and be responsible for the pro-
tection of our territory and its citizens, but 
also because of the need to honour the 
trust placed in our centre by the nations 
to which we provide air defence and se-
curity,” he explains.

With over 3,500 flight hours, mostly 
as a fighter and attack aircraft pilot, Lt. 
Gen. Sánchez de Lara was in charge of 
the Canary Islands Air Command when, in 
February 2023, he was appointed to lead 
one of NATO’s most important posts, the 
centre from where the skies of Southern 
Europe are protected 24/7/365, through 
a 360-degree approach within his area of 
responsibility. “It is proving to be an unpar-
alleled professional experience, especially 
given the current situation in Europe,” he 
says. “We have a huge amount of activi-
ty affecting many areas that require us to 
adapt continuously”.

For this 62-year-old officer from Albac-
ete, serving as CAOC TJ commander “is 
priceless due to the camaraderie, profes-
sionalism, and the chemistry among the 
members of this crew, this family...”. “All 

this also makes us see ourselves as NATO 
ambassadors in Spain, advocates of a 
real success story, and representatives of 
an Atlantic Alliance that, through cohesion 
and solidarity, permanently guarantees 
the protection of its citizens and territories 
from the air”.

—CAOC TJ has been in operation 
for thirteen years. What is your overall 
assessment of this period?

—Yes, its history dates back to 7 Feb-
ruary 2013, thanks to Spain’s steadfast 
commitment to ensuring that the then 
CAOC 8, which operated in Torrejón, 
would become a permanent Headquar-
ters within the NATO Command Structure 
(NCS), with the main mission of execut-
ing air defence operations across NATO’s 
Southern Flank, covering 14 countries, 
from the Azores and the Canary Islands 
in the west to Türkiye in the east. It was 
no coincidence that Spain was chosen to 

host this headquarters. The operational 
efficiency and professionalism of our pre-
decessors, and the spirit of solidarity and 
inclusive mindset we inherited from them, 
were decisive factors in unifying the five 
CAOCs that existed in southern Europe 
into a single entity. This is a clear example 
of cohesion and of how the sum of nation-
al capabilities acts as a force multiplier for 
collective air defence, thanks to the inher-
ent characteristics of air power (flexibility 
of use, speed of action, ubiquity and radi-
us of action), technological advances, im-
proved procedures, interoperability and, 
above all, trust.

—What has been the primary fo-
cus in recent years?

—Obviously, the conflict in Ukraine in 
the aftermath of Russia’s illegal and brutal 
invasion has been our primary focus due 
to the events that have taken place in or 
near NATO territory. I am satisfied with the 
work of our air defence teams, who have 
carried out their jobs perfectly and rap-
idly in conjunction with the national units 
transferred and deployed to the most af-
fected countries: Bulgaria, Hungary, Roma-
nia and Türkiye. However, there is always 
room for improvement and that task is an 
ongoing one that is part of our DNA.

But it is not all about the Eastern 
Flank. Our teams have also successfully 
resolved all air security incidents in or near 
other countries, caused by both civil air-
craft and unidentified military aircraft not 

LT. GEN. JUAN PABLO SÁNCHEZ DE LARA, CAOC TJ COMMANDER

“WE ARE NATO 
AMBASSADORS IN SPAIN”
CAOC TJ stands out for its precision and speed in detecting and identifying all aircraft 

overflying the skies of Southern Europe

“Our reaction 
is automatic 
as soon as 
we detect a 

NATO airspace 
violation”
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following international flight rules. This lat-
ter aspect is often overlooked, but it has 
often forced us to scramble our Quick 
Reaction Alert (QRA) interceptor aircraft 
to resolve incidents caused by commu-
nication loss, air emergencies, hijackings, 
bomb threats, illicit trafficking, overflights 
in restricted or prohibited areas, balloons 
and, of course, unmanned aerial systems 
or drones.

Additionally, in 2025, we enhanced 
the preparedness of our personnel to plan 
and conduct all types of air operations in 
crisis or conflict, notably through high-in-
tensity exercises, such as Ramstein Am-
bition and Steadfast Duel, in which our 
personnel demonstrated their profes-
sionalism and ability to work as a team in 
complex situations.

—How does this centre protect 
the European population?

—NATO’s Air Policing mission is a 
critical pillar of our collective defence in 
peacetime and has been carried out since 
1961 as an intrinsic element of the Alli-
ance’s founding Treaty. It guarantees the 
integrity of NATO airspace and ensures 
the protection of nations by maintaining 
a permanent posture. Consequently, it 
serves as a continuous and highly visible 
demonstration of the Allies’ commitment 
to mutual protection. All this is in keeping 
with the spirit of solidarity that we have 
shown since the establishment of the 
NATO Integrated Air Defence within the 
Euro-Atlantic area over 65 years ago.

The best news for everyone would be 
that there is no need for action. That is 
why this permanent 24/7/365 air defence 
posture is marked by its robustness and 
proactivity. Our task to detect and identify 
all overflying aircraft is highly precise and 
fast, performed in conjunction with the 
Control and Reporting Centres (CRCs) 
transferred to us by the nations. Thanks 
to this, we maintain the highest levels of 
security in our airspace of responsibility.

Ultimately, if there is no positive iden-
tification or the aircraft fails to respond to 
controllers, we order an alpha scramble to 
intercept, identify, escort, and/or provide 
a defensive and proportional response to 
an immediate threat, always in accord-
ance with International Law and the UN 
Charter.
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This defensive posture, which tran-
scends the national borders of the coun-
tries under our remit, allows us to arrive 
as quickly as possible to resolve any sit-
uation in any part of NATO territory, and 
also allows us to provide collective and 
joint protection of the airspace for those 
nations lacking their own interceptor air-
craft, leveraging the capabilities of their 
neighbours, all under the command and 
control of our CAOC.

The robustness of our integrated air 
defence system also seeks to achieve a 
deterrent effect, which is sometimes dif-
ficult to quantify in peacetime. However, 
we are certain that, thanks to our speed, 
reach, and flexibility, as well as our read-
iness and resolve, we are a force to be 
reckoned with. 

—How many flights a day are con-
trolled from Torrejón?

—As many as there are civil and mili-
tary aircraft overflying our skies and their 
approach areas, whether arriving from 
non-NATO countries or originating from 
international airspace. While there is no 
exact figure, across Europe, an average 
of over 35,000 aircraft overfly on a daily 
basis and are verified by NATO CAOCs 
in conjunction with national CRCs. This 
constitutes our primary daily workload, 
especially in the case of those tracks —
whether identified or not— that are not 
flying under regulated flight plans.

Furthermore, under our command and 
control, we conduct all types of air oper-
ations on a daily basis. These include not 
only air defence exercises —which fre-
quently traverse the borders of multiple 
nations— but also other types of training 
missions aimed at enhancing integration 
and interoperability among our Allies’ units, 
including air, land and maritime units, as 
well as special operations forces, etc.

—Are there many airspace viola-
tions?

—Thanks to our air defence posture, 
the number of unauthorised air incursions 
into Allied territory is low. Our reaction is 
virtually automatic as soon as we detect or 
even have indications of potential activity 
involving a NATO airspace violation, which 
in the end often prevents the overflight 
from occurring.

—Are there specific surveillance 
zones where more incidents occur 
than others, or which are of greater 
severity?

—Our main effort is to maintain the 
same levels of air security across every 
part of Allied territory. Regarding incidents 
involving civil aviation, there are no areas 
of higher or lower activity density.

Obviously, we must maintain a spe-
cial focus of attention wherever there is 
increased military air activity that could 
affect the security of our citizens, as is the 
case resulting from the Ukrainian conflict. 
Russian air operations near the borders of 
our Eastern Flank countries —specifically 

“The sum 
of national 

capabilities acts  
as a force 
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collective 
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Bulgaria, Hungary, Romania and Türki-
ye— have compelled us to strengthen 
our defensive posture through NATO’s 
enhanced Air Policing (eAP) mission. This 
requires us to activate our air defence 
protocols to identify and, if necessary, re-
spond to threats against our territory, citi-
zens, or our forces.

Beyond the Eastern Flank, there are 
other areas of particular concern to us, 
notably the Mediterranean and its ave-
nues of approach toward our sovereign 
space, although we always maintain 
a vigilant and flexible 360-degree ap-
proach to ensure that security is not  
compromised.

—What tasks would CAOC Torrejón 
assume in a crisis situation requiring 
air operations?

—Our main mission in peacetime is 
the air defence of the area of responsibility 
assigned to CAOC TJ. We are a defen-
sive alliance and, therefore, in the event 
of a crisis —and subject to the decision 
and consensus of the 32 NATO nations— 
we would form an integrated air defence 
shield far more robust than the current 
one, with the contribution of additional 
air, land, and maritime units from the na-
tions. However, it is also necessary to plan 
and execute other types of air operations, 
whether they be intelligence, air mobility 
or even offensive or support missions for 
other components, within a joint or mul-
ti-domain environment that is here to stay.

Applying the principles of centralised 
command, distributed control and decentral-
ised execution, our Operations Centre could 
have planning and execution functions dele-
gated to it by the NATO Allied Air Command 
(AIRCOM) —located at Ramstein air base in 
Germany— for all such air operations with-
in our assigned area. This is something for 
which we are constantly getting ready.

And, of course, we must continue to 
maintain our air defence responsibilities in 
those areas not affected by the crisis sit-
uation.

—How do you assess Spain’s par-
ticipation in the Black Sea airspace 
surveillance mission?

—Thanks, above all, to the special 
training of the Spanish Air and Space 
Force units and personnel, as well as to 
our proven solidarity on the Eastern Flank, 
Spain is one of the countries contribut-
ing the most units to reinforcing NATO’s 
defensive posture in that area. Not only 
due to the air detachments specifically 
deployed to protect Romanian territory, 
but also because of the volume of assets 
transferred per detachment, which, gen-
erally speaking, exceeds the number of 
aircraft provided by other nations.

“We strive to foster leadership-
associated values, such as loyalty, 
initiative and commitment”

Our personnel train on a daily basis 
across the full spectrum of missions, from 
live alpha scrambles to large-scale exer-
cises involving numerous Allied units, not 
only air assets but also land and maritime 
forces. This elevates our readiness and in-
teroperability to the highest levels, thereby 
contributing to deterrence and, if neces-
sary, the mitigation of potential threats in 
this sensitive area. This year, we expect 
to see our fighter jets participating once 
again from Romania for another four-
month rotation.

I must also mention the Tigru Detach-
ment, which has maintained a permanent 
presence for three years with our Deploy-
able Air Defence Radar (DADR). This as-
set is essential for maintaining a robust 
air picture, which is critical in order for our 
mission to detect and identify any aircraft 
in the area.

—What are the specific challenges 
of dealing with unmanned aerial sys-
tems (UAS)?

—The primary distinction is precisely that 
they are unmanned, which allows us, if nec-
essary, to employ specific procedures, albeit 
similar to those used for manned aircraft.

Our greatest challenge lies in coun-
tering small UAS. In these cases, and in 
order to achieve maximum effectiveness 
and efficiency, it is necessary to possess 
specialised assets, implement continuously 
evolving technologies, and activate distinct 
technical-operational protocols to remain 
ready to neutralise them if necessary.

The violations of Polish airspace by nu-
merous drones, which required NATO to 
launch Operation Eastern Sentry last year, 
exemplify how we are constantly updating 
our counter-drone capabilities and proce-
dures, improving the integration of all these 
actions in peacetime in order to maximise 
the operational yield of these capabilities.

—Your controllers guide a remark-
able variety of Allied aircraft models. 
Does this present any difficulties?
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—Interoperability within the Alliance is 
key to ensuring the maximum effective-
ness and efficiency of the capabilities and 
units provided by all nations. This inter-
operability is established through a strict 
standardisation of tactics, techniques and 
procedures, as well as information sharing 
and a robust and continuous training plan 
within the Allied environment.

Having the command over the units 
transferred to our centre allows us to 
guarantee such interoperabili-
ty during mission execution. It 
is true that operating a Mig-29 
is not the same as operating 
a Eurofighter or an F-35, but 
understanding their respective 
strengths and weaknesses and 
complementing each other as 
a team we ensure that virtual-
ly the same security standards 
are guaranteed in any area.

—How is your personnel 
trained for the centre’s vari-
ous missions?

—Education and train-
ing are highly rigorous and, of 
course, strictly standardised. 
We are fortunate that our per-
sonnel come from different Al-
lied nations with extensive ex-
perience in similar roles within 
their home units. At CAOC Tor-
rejón, we adapt them to their 
posts in a structured yet rapid 
manner: first through individ-
ual training and subsequent-
ly through collective training, 
entering a cycle of exercises 
ranging from low to high in-
tensity. Our goal is to have our 
personnel ready in the shortest 
possible timeframe.

Continuous training is 
pivotal to maintaining skills 
and qualifications. There-
fore, we leverage all types of 
events or exercises —wheth-
er live or virtual— to ensure 
our personnel are fully pre-
pared to operate in peace-

time and make a rapid transition to 
their roles in the event of a crisis or  
conflict.

—How many service members are 
assigned to the CAOC TJ?

—There are currently 180 people, al-
most all service members, from 18 NATO 
countries. It is a multinational CAOC, yet 
with a strong Spanish character, as Spain 
provides the largest contingent within the 

CAOC. This enables our military personnel 
to develop professionally within an Allied 
Operations Centre without leaving Spain.

CAOC Torrejón is not only combined 
or multinational but also joint, as we have 
personnel from the Army, Navy, and Air 
and Space Force on our permanent staff, 
thus constituting a clear example of the  
integration of multi-domain capabilities 
and expertise.

—Do you find it difficult 
to manage the capabilities 
of officers, NCOs and en-
listed personnel with such 
diverse mindsets?

—NATO has a long track 
record of integrating its —now 
32— nations across a vast 
range of areas. Operating with-
in a multinational environment is 
no longer a novelty, except per-
haps for the nations that have 
recently joined the Alliance.

The novelty is more likely 
felt by the individuals assigned 
for the first time to a post such 
as our CAOC, where they must 
integrate within a very short 
timeframe. To facilitate this, we 
rely not only on our training and 
qualification plan but, above all, 
on the teamwork and camara-
derie that prevails in this centre. 
Furthermore, we strive to foster 
other leadership-associated 
values such as loyalty, profes-
sionalism, impartiality, initiative 
and commitment.

At CAOC Torrejón, no one 
walks alone; we all look out for 
our colleagues, and we all try to 
humbly learn from one another. 
It is a true privilege to be able 
to work, converse, or simply 
build friendships with person-
nel from such a wide variety of 
nations and cultures, which has 
an enriching effect on all of our 
mindsets.

Santiago F. del Vado
Photos: Hélène Gicquel

INTERVIEW

“Spain is one of the countries contributing the most units to 
reinforcing NATO’s defensive posture on the Eastern Flank”

EM
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Scramble mission at the Spanish Tactical Air Detachment (TAD) Vilkas, 
deployed at Šiauliai air base, Lithuania.
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THE Ministry of Defence’s remit generally encompasses 
both the domestic and international spheres. In the lat-
ter area, one of the key activities currently carried out by 
this Department (primarily through the Armed Forces), 
and which forms part of the National Security System, 

falls within the field of Defence Diplomacy. In general, the Spanish 
Constitution (Article 8.2) establishes that the bases of the military 
organisation shall be determined by Organic Law. In particular, 
the general provisions and limitations governing the activities of 
the Armed Forces are specifically defined (responsibilities, or-
ganisation, missions, etc.) in Organic Law 5/2005 on National 
Defence.

Today, the Ministry of Defence’s external projection activities 
are arguably among the most relevant, well-known and highly 
valued by Spanish society. In this regard, as is widely recog-
nised and established, in accordance with its Preamble, the 
aforementioned Law stipulates that “Spain’s international pro-
jection and our defence policy within the broader context of ex-
ternal action means that, since the late 20th century, our Armed 
Forces have been operating beyond our borders as observers, 
interposition forces, and in peacekeeping and humanitarian as-
sistance roles”. 

EXTERNAL ACTION IN DEFENCE
In parallel, and as established by the Spanish State’s External Ac-
tion and Service Law, this external activity is legally defined as the 
“orderly set of actions carried out abroad by constitutional bodies, 
public administrations and agencies, entities and institutions de-
pendent upon them” (Law 2/2014 - Article 1). Currently, and in the 
sense expressed earlier, this external action includes coordinat-
ed activity in different fields and areas, such as public diplomacy, 
economic diplomacy and the aforementioned Defence Diplomacy, 
among others.

Defence Diplomacy is essentially the set of activities, initiatives, 
meetings and exchanges led by the General Secretariat for De-
fence Policy (SEGENPOL) and carried out with specific countries 

The role of Defence 
Diplomacy

This initiative is based on an effective 
multilateralism, derived from our 

membership in the EU and NATO, and 
our steadfast support for the UN

Colonel Vicente Gonzalvo
Deputy Directorate-General for Defence Plans and International Relations – General Secretariat 
for Defence Policy (SEGENPOL)
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considered to be of particular interest to Spain’s security and de-
fence policy. Its ultimate goal is to reinforce dialogue and coopera-
tion and build mutual trust, essential for guaranteeing our security 
and the effectiveness of our external action. 

Generally speaking, Spanish Defence Diplomacy is based on 
an effective multilateralism, derived from our membership in the 
EU and NATO, and our steadfast support for the United Nations 
through a combination of various approaches. In conclusion, and 
according to the 2020 National Defence Directive: “Spain pre-
sents itself to the world as a responsible and supportive partner”. 
From a formal standpoint, these activities are structured through 
a series of mechanisms made available to other countries, po-
sitioning Spain and its Armed Forces as an international bench-
mark for the promotion of international cooperation, dialogue  
and peace.

Notable among these tools are the holding of Joint Defence 
Commissions; the approval of Bilateral Cooperation Plans, in which 
Armed Forces units of both countries agree on joint activities; Mil-
itary Education Cooperation Programmes, which offer foreign 
military personnel the chance to attend highly prestigious cours-
es, such as the Staff College or Special Operations courses, and 

Spanish language training; and our active involvement in the 5+5 
Defence Initiative.

These instruments are complemented by others of a more 
unique nature but with far-reaching projection, such as port calls 
by naval vessels along the West African coast and the Gulf of 
Guinea, or those of Spanish training ship Juan Sebastián de Elca-
no (which undertakes an annual voyage that typically visits various 
ports in the Americas, Asia, Africa and Europe). Others include 
participation in international exercises or involvement in various 
multinational initiatives, such as the 5+5 Defence Initiative, which 
brings together ten countries from both shores of the Mediterra-
nean, and in which Spain plays a very active and relevant role.

Furthermore, one of the most important aspects of Defence 
Diplomacy is undoubtedly included in what are known as “coop-
erative security activities”. These comprise a set of actions, coor-
dinated by the operational structure of the Armed Forces under 
the authority of the Operations Command (MOPS) of the Defence 
Staff, involving the preparation, training and support for the activi-
ties of partners and allies, primarily in the Maghreb and the Sahel, 
with the ultimate objective of improving the security situation in 
the region.

MD
E
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Capacity building and/or capability development is thus a key 
tool of Defence Diplomacy and can be carried out both within 
the framework of comprehensive Security Sector Reform (SSR) 
processes and through specific initiatives (in designated areas). In 
short, in both cases, cooperative security activities focus on rein-
forcing the capacity of countries of interest to respond to shared 
security and defence challenges through advisory tasks, educa-
tion, training and cooperation for military capacity-building.

These activities definitively encompass the land, air, and mari-
time domains, as well as disaster management and special opera-
tions, among others. They lead to long-term capability improvement 
(through training, preparation and military support) that is highly ap-
preciated by the nations receiving this support and assistance.

Finally, Defence Diplomacy also serves as a tool for stimulat-
ing relations in the defence industry, which benefits both Spanish 
companies and those in partner nations, providing clear economic 
returns for our country.

PRIORITY FIELDS OF ACTION
From a geographical perspective, beyond Spain’s more traditional 
allies within the framework of the European Union or the Atlantic 
Alliance, Defence Diplomacy bases its actions on support for inter-
national law and the initiatives of the United Nations. Furthermore, 
it has identified a series of specific countries and geographical ar-
eas (priority areas considered of special interest by the National 
Security Directive), where it primarily carries out its activities.

Priority regions include North Africa, the Mediterranean, the 
Middle East, Ibero-America, and, increasingly, the Asia-Pacific. In 
these areas, the Armed Forces conduct Defence Diplomacy ac-
tivities with countries as diverse as Senegal, Morocco, Mauritania, 
Egypt, Algeria, Jordan, Colombia, Chile, Argentina, Mexico, Ja-
pan, the Philippines, Vietnam and the Republic of Korea, among 
many others.

Today, the Mediterranean and North Africa represent the priori-
ty regions for Defence Diplomacy activities due to the clear nation-
al interest in issues such as security, migration and the economy. 
In this area, the work of the Directorate-General for Defence Pol-
icy (DIGENPOL), through the Deputy-Directorate-General for De-
fence Plans and International Relations, and the advisory staff and 

bodies of the General Secretariat for Defence Policy (SEGENPOL), 
is particularly significant and its results are especially relevant.

On the other hand, Ibero-America is a natural priority area for 
Spanish Defence Diplomacy. Shared historical, cultural, linguistic 
and institutional ties allow Spain to act as a bridge, connecting 
European cooperative security agendas with Ibero-American 
priorities, facilitating access to common standards, and enhanc-
ing trust, transparency and dialogue between Europe and Ibe-
ro-America.

Spain’s presence in Africa, specifically in the Gulf of Guinea, 
materialises in two annual four-month deployments of a Spanish 
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are coordinated with the EU and with the other European navies 
conducting similar missions, so Spain’s presence also serves to 
highlight and support the presence of this international organisa-
tion and to build trust.

As part of Operation Atalanta against Somali piracy, Spain also 
maintains a standing presence in the North-West Indian Ocean with 
a Navy vessel and an Air and Space Force aircraft, carrying out ac-
tivities with the navies and maritime security agencies in the region. 
Although these activities are carried out on behalf of the European 
Union, the presence and cooperation of the Spanish ship and air-
craft are noticeable and also contribute to Defence Diplomacy.

Finally, in 2025, Spanish Defence Diplomacy in the Indo-Pacific 
shifted from an ad hoc presence to a consolidated strategic priority.

The main milestone was the approval in December 2025 of 
Spain’s new Asia-Pacific Strategy 2029, which focuses on in-
creasing its diplomatic and commercial presence, seeking align-
ment with Spain’s External Action Strategy 2025-2028.

CONCLUSION
Ultimately, Defence Diplomacy is a strategic tool at the disposal of 
the Government which, through the Ministry of Defence, enhances 
stability, mutual trust and cooperation via multiple mechanisms, 
both bilaterally and through various international organisations.

In particular, the training of military and civilian cadres in Span-
ish institutions creates professional networks and consolidates 
doctrinal interoperability.

Furthermore, promoting participation in multinational exercises 
and peacekeeping operations through Defence Diplomacy —par-
ticularly under UN mandates— allows contributing countries to 
modernise their military capabilities, improve the training of their 
armed forces, increase their industrial capacities and enhance their 
international prestige.

On the other hand, the potential cooperation formalised by the 
General Secretariat for Defence Policy in non-traditional fields —
such as disaster management, support for civil protection, maritime 
security, humanitarian assistance or cyber defence— reinforces the 
capabilities of our partners and allies in areas of broad social con-
sensus and high social returns. Simultaneously, it develops stable 
professional relationships and direct cooperation channels be-
tween institutions, with the ultimate goal of promoting global peace  
and stability.

Navy vessel. These ships typically maintain a maritime presence in 
the ports of several countries in the area during each deployment, 
conducting cooperative security activities (such as exercises with 
other navies or training in ports or, occasionally, at sea).

On the one hand, the visit itself is already a means of strength-
ening ties with these countries and their authorities, a traditional 
task of naval diplomacy. On the other hand, these deployments 
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State Secretary of Defence Ampa-
ro Valcarce underscored that this pro-
gramme, with an investment of over €2.61 
billion, has driven innovation in critical ar-
eas, created highly skilled jobs, improved 
the competitiveness of our industry and 
attracted significant returns throughout 
Spain’s three industrial corridors where it 
is being developed.

Speaking on behalf of the industry, the 
President of Indra —the lead partner of the 
TESS Defence consortium since July 2025, 
which also comprises GDELS-Santa Bár-
bara Sistemas, SAPA Placencia, and Escrib-
ano Mechanical & Engineering— indicated 
that, following the transition in programme 
leadership, a ‘diagnostic and planning’ ap-
proach was implemented to address the 
accumulated delays. The VCR 8x8 Drag-
on, he continued, has been a considerable 
achievement of the Spanish industry’s vision 
and capabilities and there is no doubt that, 

DELIVERY OF THE FIRST 
8X8 DRAGON VEHICLES

Spanish Army takes delivery of 40 new armoured fighting vehicles at the Legion’s 
Álvarez de Sotomayor base in Almeria

T HE VCR 8x8 Dragon programme 
has reached a major milestone 
with the Spanish Army’s acqui-
sition of the first 40 wheeled ar-
moured fighting vehicles. “This 

programme consolidates a model of a 
modern, forward-looking, balanced and 
sustainable army,” said the Minister of De-
fence during the handover ceremony held 
on 16 January 2026 at the Legion’s Álva-
rez de Sotomayor base in Almería.

Robles pointed out that the delivery of 
the 8x8s is the result of months of work, time, 
and effort. This vehicle meets the technical 
requirements of the Spanish Army’s General 
Staff Document and is adapted to operate 
in the most demanding scenarios. Among 
its capabilities, the minister emphasised that 
the Dragon’s design prioritises the safety of its 
crews, including providing advanced armour 
to withstand explosions and gunfire, “be-
cause our soldiers are what really matters”. 

“Thanks to this programme,” she added, “the 
Spanish Army’s interoperability has been im-
proved, as have its reliability and commitment 
to NATO, EU and UN missions”.

Against this backdrop, Spanish Army 
Chief of Staff Amador Enseñat empha-
sised that this vehicle is set to become the 
backbone of the Force 2035 project, de-
signed to transform the military structure 
into a more modern model, connected to 
and interoperable with our Allies.

He also mentioned that the VCR 8x8 
consolidates this model of a forward-look-
ing, sustainable and well-balanced army, 
and linked this programme to those in-
cluded in the Spanish Industrial and Tech-
nological Plan for Security and Defence, 
saying that they are “essential tools for 
meeting our obligations to our Allies but, 
above all, for implementing our commit-
ment to modernisation and ensuring the 
capabilities of our Armed Forces”.

The infantry fighting and 
combat engineer variants 
delivered to the Legion.
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INDUSTRY AND TECHNOLOGY

with the necessary institutional support, it 
will become a reality of which we can be ex-
tremely proud.

The programme was established to 
replace legacy platforms, “primarily the 
BMR, Lince, and RG31,” as Admiral An-
iceto Rosique, Director General for Arma-
ment and Materiel (DGAM), pointed out. 
This programme calls for the three-phase 
acquisition of a total of 998 vehicles. The 
first production phase, assigned to TESS 
Defence, comprises 348 units.

Of the first 40 armoured vehicles deliv-
ered in Almería, 15 are Infantry Fighting Ve-
hicle (VCI) variants, 5 are Anti-Tank (ATGM) 
variants, and 20 are Combat Engineer Ve-
hicle (VCZ) variants. Prior to 
entering service, all of them 
commenced the operational 
evaluation phase to test their 
real tactical capabilities. One 
more vehicle has been deliv-
ered to the Logistics Acade-
my in Calatayud to train the 
maintenance crews.

Another 24 units are 
scheduled for delivery in the 
near future. These are the 
first mobile command post 
(VCPC) variants, currently 
undergoing the qualification 
process at the GDELS-Santa 
Bárbara factory in Alcalá de 
Guadaíra (Seville). While final 
assembly of the 8x8 Dragon 
has been conducted by this 
company at its Trubia factory 
in Oviedo up to now, the pro-
cess is currently being trans-
ferred to Indra’s newly acquired ‘El Tallerón’ 
facility in Gijón, where the first vehicle has 
already arrived for facility validation.

The delivery of the new armoured 
fighting vehicles entails a training pro-
gramme for their drivers, vehicle com-
manders, gunners and instructors, as 
well as for the maintenance crews. Ad-
ditionally, simulators and an armament 
turret trainer have been provided to en-
sure that training takes place in optimal 
conditions.

It has also required the expansion of 
the initial logistical support, reinforcing 
the facilities at the Álvarez de Sotomayor 
base and acquiring the necessary ma-
teriel to deploy a mobile maintenance  
echelon.

HIGHLY ADVANCED TECHNICAL REQUIREMENTS
The aim of the 8x8 programme is to ob-
tain a wheeled armoured fighting vehicle 
with various configurations and equipped 
with new technical solutions to address 
evolving threats.

As the Minister of Defence highlighted 
at the handover ceremony, the vehicle pro-
vides a high level of protection for the crew, 
significant internal volume and a payload 
capacity that provides a mission endurance 
of over 48 hours. Its firepower also stands 
out among its capabilities, not only because 
of the 12.7 and 30 mm remote control tur-
rets and the missile integrated into the tur-
ret, but also because of the state-of-the-art 

management system, which acts as a force 
multiplier for the 8x8’s combat power.

The VCR has great mobility, reaching 
road speeds of up to 100 km/h. It demon-
strates high stability on 60% longitudinal 
slopes and 30% lateral side slopes and is 
capable of surmounting vertical obstacles 
of up to 80 cm. It also has a high capac-
ity for strategic, operational and tactical 
deployment and is fully certified for stra-
tegic airlift via the Spanish Air and Space 
Force’s A400M aircraft.

The vehicle features a modular and 
open system that facilitates continuous 
evolution and improvement. It integrates 
advanced Command, Control, and 
Communications (C3) suites, ensuring 
seamless coordination and interopera-

bility among crew members across their 
respective onboard workstations. The 
system is based on a modular, open, 
and scalable network architecture, sup-
ported by a redundant fibre optic ring. 
It is capable of operating in degraded 
environments, ensuring persistent com-
munications without data loss or service 
interruptions.

Its advanced voice and data commu-
nications system ensures seamless inter-
operability with the legacy fleet assets, 
while integrating state-of-the-art personal 
combat, satellite, and HF digital radio sys-
tems. It also has an integrated battlefield 
management system that optimises the 

control of operations.
All the systems are inte-

grated into several intelligent 
terminals that help crews to 
operate through a user-friend-
ly human-machine interface, 
allowing intuitive and efficient 
control of all vehicle functions.

STRATEGIC AUTONOMY
With over 70% national in-
dustrial participation, Spain 
retains design authority over 
the 8x8. This ensures sov-
ereign control over all ve-
hicle configurations and the 
capability to execute system 
upgrades throughout their 
service life. This capability pro-
vides full strategic autonomy, 
reduces dependence on third 
parties and facilitates access 
to international markets.

Each of the four partners in the TESS 
Defence consortium provides a special-
ised pillar of industrial expertise: Escribano 
is a leader in the on-board weapon sys-
tems; Indra, in the vehicle’s mission system, 
communications system and electronic 
architecture; SAPA, in the drive train, the 
power generation system and the auxilia-
ry power unit; and Santa Bárbara, in the 
armoured structure, electrical architecture 
and all other systems of the platform.

In addition, the programme serves as 
a driving force that integrates over 400 na-
tional suppliers, distributed throughout our 
country across various industrial corridors 
and technological clusters.

Víctor Hernández
Photos: María José Muñoz

The Minister of Defence during the vehicle handover ceremony at the Legion’s 
base in Almería, where the operational evaluation phase was officially initiated.



The objective of the programme is to provide the Spanish Army with 
a wheeled armoured fighting vehicle (VCR) that is highly adaptable to 
different tasks and capable of operating in peacekeeping missions and 
high-intensity conflicts, using new technical solutions to counter evolving 
threats. A total of 998 platforms will be procured across three production 
phases. 

The first phase, awarded to TESS Defence, covers the initial delivery of 
348 units.
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LOCATED between the Sahara Desert to the north and the 
more humid regions of West Africa to the south, the strip of 
land known as the Sahel encompasses several countries, 
each with its own cultural, political and environmental char-
acteristics, and its own historical and social context. Africa 

faces numerous and varied threats with a wide range of causes and 
consequences, particularly in the Sahel region. Let us attempt to brief-
ly and concisely break down those that are considered most relevant.

First of all, we could mention the exponential growth of terror-
ism and organised crime, which have spread throughout all the 
Sahelian countries, leading to an increase in human trafficking, 
greater movement in terms of arms trafficking and a significant rise 
in armed incidents. A clear example of this is what is happening 
in Mali, where Al Qaeda terrorists, through their franchise for the 
Sahel, the Group for the Support of Islam and Muslims (JNIM), 
have been systematically attacking the tanker trucks that supply 
fuel to Bamako, the capital. The attacks, which include the burning 
of trucks escorted by military forces, occur almost every day. This 
fuel is imported by road from Senegal, Côte d’Ivoire, Mauritania 
and Guinea. According to the 2024 Global Terrorism Index, Burkina 
Faso, Mali and Niger are among the ten countries most affected by 
terrorism worldwide.

Coups d’état have significantly increased in recent years as a 
result of the challenging issue of lack of governance (Mali, Burkina 

Faso, Guinea Conakry, Niger, Sudan, etc.), a high percentage of 
them leading to a change of political regime. This has led to serious 
internal conflicts for very young and inherently unstable democra-
cies, giving rise to a multitude of different political leaders vying for 
power and creating a microcosm of factions unable to reach an 
agreement. Repeated and constant elections are not always suffi-
ciently democratic and transparent. A clear example of this is the 
Central African Republic (CAR), where a crucial presidential election 
was held on 28 December 2025, the first since 1988. President 
Faustin-Archange Touadéra, who was running for a third term, won 
by a large majority. However, the opposition denounced the results, 
describing them as election fraud. Following the imprisonment of 
numerous candidates throughout the campaign, the main opposi-
tion party (BRDC) boycotted the election on the grounds of oppres-
sive government practices. Nevertheless, the Observer Mission of 
the African Union (AU) highlighted in its initial assessment that vot-
ing took place peacefully and in line with international standards.

The Sahel: A region of 
constant instability

Exponential growth in terrorism 
and organised crime leads  

to an increase in human  
and arms trafficking

Colonel Luis Moreno Esteban
Coordination Division for Security and Defence Studies (SEGENPOL)
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Cameroon, for its part, held elections on 12 October 2025, the 
results being announced on 27 October. According to the official 
results released by the Constitutional Council, 92-year-old Paul 
Biya, the president of Cameroon since 1982 and a candidate for 
re-election, was proclaimed the winner of the presidential election, 
sparking serious protests with the number of casualties yet to be 
determined.

Continuing with the analysis of conflicting situations, it should 
be noted that the Sahel is also a meeting point for different eth-
nic groups and cultures. The Tuareg, Fulani and Soninke are just 
some of the communities that live in this region. Each of these 
communities has its own traditions, languages and lifestyles, 
making it sometimes difficult for them to live together within bor-
ders that were established without considering these differences. 
Furthermore, the population of the Sahel countries, predominant-
ly young and with a high demographic growth rate, represents 
both an opportunity and a challenge because, although it could 
become a driver of change and development, it also exacerbates 
problems such as resource scarcity, unemployment, inter-ethnic 
tensions, precarious socio-economic conditions and a lack of op-
portunities. Due to this, the Sahel has become a fertile ground 
for violent extremism, leading many young people to join armed 
groups. These groups often exploit already-existing tensions be-
tween different communities, triggering violent cycles that are dif-
ficult to end. 

On the other hand, the Sahel has a predominantly arid and 
semi-arid climate. Water scarcity is one of the main challenges in 
the region. These endemic problems have been exacerbated by 
climate change, which is becoming a key destabilising factor, while 
droughts are becoming more frequent and severe, endangering the 
food security and livelihoods of millions of people. This region thus 
faces a double challenge: adapting to current weather conditions 
and getting ready for a future where these might get even worse.

In short, it could be said that the future of the region is being 
shaped by several destabilising factors: violent extremism marked 
by terrorism, political instability, inter-ethnic tensions, a predomi-
nantly young population with no clear future, socio-economic ine-
quality, and an increasingly adverse climate that hinders sustainable 
development.

In 1993, British economist Richard M. Auty coined the term 
‘resource curse’ to describe how resource-rich countries often de-
velop more slowly, corruptly and violently. The Sahel has abundant 
mineral resources, but these have rarely been able to drive eco-
nomic development.

EXTERNAL ACTORS
In addition to these threats, inherent to the countries comprising the 
Sahel, there are also external actors exercising varying degrees of 
influence over the region’s political leaders. Broadly speaking, these 
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actors are countries such as Russia, China, Türkiye, Iran and the 
United Arab Emirates. The downsizing of Western presence, visibly 
evidenced by France’s withdrawal or even by the United States’ 
retreat from certain areas, has created a vacuum that has been 
quickly exploited by other powers to establish themselves on the 
front lines as essential collaborators with Sahelian governments.

Let us recall the withdrawal of US troops from their bases in 
Niger in April 2023. This withdrawal was conducted at the request 
of the country’s ruling military junta, which seized power in a coup 
in July 2023, despite significant diplomatic efforts by Biden admin-
istration officials to maintain the two US bases on Nigerien soil. 
This movement took place after French troops left the country at 
the end of 2023.

The increasingly frequent military coups across the Sahel have 
disrupted Western counter-terrorism efforts, opening the door to 
the deployment of Russian mercenaries. Dozens of them arrived 
in Niger in 2024, repeating a pattern previously seen in Mali and 
Burkina Faso, where agents from the Wagner mercenary group 
(Africa Corps) descended on both countries shortly after France’s 
withdrawal.

Russia has continued to increase its presence and economic 
commitment to the Sahel juntas (Mali, Niger and Burkina Faso). A 
clear example of this is the meeting held by Malian junta leader As-
simi Goïta with Russian President Vladimir Putin and other officials 
during his trip to Moscow in June 2025. Mali and Russia signed sev-
eral agreements during this visit, including some on nuclear energy 
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ner that has significantly aided Mali in its pursuit of economic and 
political sovereignty”.

On the other hand, Chinese interests in Mali’s gold mines have 
also increased significantly since Goïta took office, displacing ma-
jor Canadian and Australian-owned corporations such as Barrick 
Gold and Resolute Mining. There is already a noticeable Chinese 
presence in Bamako, the capital, particularly in the Niarela neigh-
bourhood, as well as in the gold-bearing regions in the west and 
south of the country (the Kita region, 190 km west of Bamako, and 
the Kéniéba region, close to the border with Guinea).

At the same time, China’s economic expansion has also kept a 
watchful eye on neighbouring Niger and Burkina Faso. In the latter 
case, the government has granted prospection licences to Chi-

nese company Yunhong International 
Holdings for the extraction of gold, 
copper and nickel from three mining 
areas: Somanguina, Paspanga, and 
Yelembassé.

In Niger, China is taking advantage 
of France’s departure to squeeze into 
a strategic sector that is necessary for 
its development: uranium. Eager to 
expand its nuclear power plants, the 
demand for this material has grown 
exponentially, prompting a need for 
new supply chains. Nigerien officials 
announced that Azelik mining compa-
ny (Somina) would resume its activi-
ties after ten years of inactivity due to 
the fall in world uranium prices. The 
mine is majority-owned by the China 

National Nuclear Corporation.

As in Mali, Niger wants to review the exploitation of its raw ma-
terials by foreign companies. In June and July 2024, Niger revoked 
the operating licences of France’s Orano and Canada’s GoviEx for 
the Madaouéla and Imouraren mines. With 200,000 tonnes of re-
serves, Imouraren is considered one of the largest uranium depos-
its in the world.

Likewise, Türkiye is emerging as a significant player as a result of 
its active expansion, primarily concentrated in three areas: diplomacy, 
security and economy. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan has 
turned his attention to Africa, positioning Türkiye as an alternative to 
the traditional great powers (the United States, France, Russia and 
China) in terms of development, alliance building and military coop-
eration. It has thus become a major arms supplier, focusing its ex-
ports on drones and small arms, and its military presence (Turkish 
Armed Forces and private military companies) has expanded rapidly. 

cooperation and trade. Burkina Faso also signed an agreement 
with Russia on nuclear energy cooperation. This country has been 
working with the Russian state-owned nuclear energy company 
Rosatom since 2023 to build a power plant in Burkina Faso.

These agreements are the first major commitments between 
the Juntas and Russia since the foreign ministers of Burkina Faso, 
Mali and Niger (the Alliance of Sahel States (AES)) met with Rus-
sian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov in April 2025. The AES is a 
pro-Russian economic, military and political bloc that the Kremlin 
wants to use as a model and a means across the continent to draw 
other states in West Africa and the Sahel into Russia’s sphere of 
influence. Within this dynamic, states such as Chad, Sudan and 
Togo are showing signs of rapprochement with Moscow as they 
grow closer to the AES. Russia is trying to supplant Western pres-
ence and influence in Africa through the 
AES, establishing itself as a revitalised 
great power by focusing its efforts on 
defence and security cooperation and 
attempting to replace existing Western 
military partnerships with AES states.

However, Russian trade and invest-
ment continue to lag behind those of 
China and EU member states, and this 
situation is likely to continue given the 
downward projections for the Russian 
economy. Nuclear energy projects aim 
to demonstrate that Russia can ad-
dress Africa’s energy needs, seeking 
to position itself on a par with other 
great powers such as China and the 
collective West. It remains to be seen 
if something as complex as a nuclear 
power plant can be feasible and sustainable in countries with limit-
ed technological and logistical capacity.

We have seen how Russia’s influence is focused primarily 
on providing military and security assistance. China, in turn, has 
devoted itself to increasing its interests and influence in the so-
cio-economic, financial and infrastructure spheres.

Beijing is very interested in mining activities in this region; an 
example of this is the Ganfeng Lithium company, currently working 
on lithium extraction at the Goulamina mine (Mali). Although the 
Malian authorities have tightened measures since the coup d’état 
with new provisions in the mining sector (the state must own up to 
30% of the shares of each mine; all taxes have been increased sig-
nificantly; and every company must deposit its earnings in a bank 
account in Mali), this Chinese company, which had already invest-
ed more than €100 million, continues with its mining operations. 
Assimi Goïta has described Beijing as a “strategic and sincere part-
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According to data from the Stockholm International Peace Research 
Institute for 2024, Türkiye is on a par with Russia as the third largest 
arms supplier to West Africa. Military drones are central to this ef-
fort, Baykar Technology being Türkiye’s leading drone manufacturer. 
Eighteen African states, more than half of them in North Africa and 
the Sahel, operate with Turkish combat drones. Ethiopia and Libya 
have used these drones in civil wars, and similar deployments in the 
Horn of Africa and the Sahel cannot be ruled out.

ACTIONS BY THE INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY
The instability in the area has prompted various meetings in inter-
national forums to address the situation in the Sahel. The third min-
isterial meeting between the European Union and the African Union 
took place in May 2025, serving as a preparatory meeting for the 
summit held in November 2025. The foreign ministers of the two 
organisations met to take stock of the progress made since the 
sixth EU-AU summit in February 2022. During the meeting, they 
exchanged views on the EU-AU partnership and on how to further 
strengthen cooperation in the historic year that marked the 25th 
anniversary of their long-standing and special partnership. Discus-
sions focused on peace, security and governance; multilateralism; 
prosperity; people, migration and mobility.

The meeting was co-chaired by the High Representative of the 
European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Kaja Kallas, 
and the Minister of Foreign Affairs of Angola, Tete António, who is 
also Chairman of the AU Executive Council. One of the main con-
clusions of this meeting was that Africa is a geopolitical priority for 
the EU at a time of increased geopolitical volatility. The EU and Af-
rica can wield considerable political and economic clout if they act 
together. For most African countries, the EU and its member states 
are still the leading trading partner, the top investor and the major 
donor of humanitarian and official development aid, with €309 bil-
lion in foreign direct investment in Africa in 2022.

The year 2025 marked the 25th anniversary of the EU-AU 
partnership, a crucial year for testing its validity and strength. 
Against this backdrop of political instability, insecurity and eco-
nomic hardship, the Sahel Governance Forum emerged as a criti-
cal platform for reshaping governance and promoting long-lasting 
solutions in the region. It was organised in collaboration with the 
Goodluck Jonathan Foundation (GJF), the United Nations Of-
fice for West Africa and the Sahel (UNOWAS), the Office of the 
Special Coordinator for Development in the Sahel (OSCDS) and 
the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). The forum 
was presented as a turning point and a change of narrative that 
no longer sees the Sahel as a problem to be solved from outside 
but instead recognises it as a sub-region that can shape its own 
future. The Sahel Governance Forum is therefore making a de-
fiant stand for inclusive governance, institutional strengthening 
and sustainable peace.

In this regard, hosting the Forum in The Gambia was highly 
symbolic, given the country’s autocratic past. In recent years, The 
Gambia has emerged as a clear example of democratic renewal. Its 
peaceful transition of power in 2017 highlighted the supremacy of 
dialogue over violence. In Banjul, the region was reminded of what 
is possible when democracy is protected and nurtured, which is the 
clear objective of this Forum.

CONCLUSION
The Sahel is a region of great importance to Western interests, 
where a number of intrinsic threats coexist alongside others im-
posed by external factors. Numerous and diverse external actors 
seek to exert their influence from different angles and with various 
objectives (as in the case of Russia and its military and security 
influence, or China, which is more focused on socio-economic is-
sues).

ANALYSIS
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ed on the African continent with military operations that contribute 
to Spanish foreign policy. This collaboration has mainly been re-
flected in the deployments of naval units that carry out maritime 
security and cooperative security operations with various West 
African countries. Countries such as Mauritania, Gabon, Ghana, 
Senegal and Cape Verde are clear examples of this contribution.

A military response alone is insufficient to effectively address 
the tensions present in this region. It is imperative to have a com-
prehensive vision that tackles issues regarding education, govern-
ance, development efforts and economic progress. The approach 
should not be from a ‘Western’ point of view, but rather take into 
account the idiosyncrasies, culture and traditions of the different 
peoples living in the Sahel, as well as their values and ways of 
thinking. In this respect, education and youth involvement are cru-
cial, as is the participation of local communities, which is essential 
to ensure that these initiatives are effective and sustainable in the 
long term.

In several countries, young people have already voiced their 
discontent with the current state of affairs, and their protests have 
led to some notable political changes. The mobilisations of the so-
called “Generation Z” around the world (Indonesia, Nepal, Moroc-
co, Kenya, Peru, Bangladesh) are a factor to be taken into account 
for regional  stability. However, they could also become a highly 
destabilising factor if the loss of educational opportunities, lack 
of prospects for the future, internal displacements due to the lack 
of resources and the growing poverty among families persist. The 
greatest risk is that this situation will encourage youth to engage in 
criminal activity and terrorism. The worsening of daily living condi-
tions can only prolong the region’s political and security crises and 
exacerbate its vulnerabilities.

However, not everything is negative, and there are signs indicating 
that improvement is possible. For example, Benin, Côte d’Ivoire and 
Senegal have achieved significant economic growth in recent years. 
In order for the region’s economic improvement to advance, external 
actors and international financial institutions need to consider the lo-

cal context and the growing animosity 
towards externally driven interventions. 
Cooperation should be based on prior-
itising investment and reform in educa-
tion and vocational training, seeking a 
future for all those young people and 
stimulating the local economy (based 
on agricultural production, livestock 
farming and the sustainable exploitation 
of natural resources), thereby avoiding 
forced movements of people within the 
region and fostering hope for an attrac-
tive future.

Spain is not alien to these concerns, being one of the few na-
tions that has shown great interest in trying to stabilise the region, 
highlighting the importance of the Sahel in all international forums in 
order to raise awareness among oth-
er European countries. With France’s 
departure from this scenario, Spain is 
proving to be a reliable partner for the 
countries in the region, present as it is 
in multiple operations in the security 
and defence field. Examples include 
the EU Training Mission (EUTM) in the 
Central African Republic, EUTM in So-
malia, and operational activities on the 
west coast of Africa and in the Gulf of 
Guinea. Within the framework of de-
fence diplomacy, Spain has cooperat-
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THE Chief of Staff of the Army 
(JEME), Army General Amador 
Enseñat, accompanied by the 
US Ambassador to Spain and 
Andorra, Benjamin León Jr., pre-

sided over the inauguration of an exhibi-
tion at the Army Museum (Toledo) on 25 
March 2026. Organised to commemorate 
the 250th anniversary of the United States 
Declaration of Independence, the exhi-
bition highlights Spain’s pivotal support 
during the conflict, marking the Spanish 
Army’s primary commemorative milestone 
for 2026. The event was attended by var-
ious civil and military authorities, including 
the Government Delegate for Castilla-La 
Mancha, José Pablo Sabrido, and the 
Mayor of Toledo, Carlos Velázquez.

The US Ambassador addressed the 
attendees, expressing his desire to “ac-
knowledge the Spanish Army for dedi-
cating this year to celebrating Spain’s role 
in the independence of the United States 
and for its significant institutional commit-
ment to preserving this shared legacy”.

For his part, the Chief of Staff of the 
Army detailed the primary milestones of 
that historical moment which, more than 
two centuries later, have paved the way for 
a fruitful and close cooperative relationship: 
“This exhibition is not merely a look back at 
the past; it is also a means to connect 
the past with the present. 

A space where a shared history is 
recognised and present-day bonds are 
strengthened,” explained Army Gen-
eral Enseñat. He further emphasised 
that these initiatives “are instruments 
of knowledge, but also of connection, 
which allow us to remember where we 
come from in order to better under-
stand where we want to go”.

Subsequently, the various civil and 
military authorities toured the exhibit-
ed collection, which features over 60 
items from the Army Museum, private 

SPAIN AND THE INDEPENDENCE 
OF THE UNITED STATES

The Chief of Staff of the Army inaugurates a temporary exhibition at the Army Museum

The Battle of Pensacola (1781), led by General Bernardo de Gálvez, marked the culmination of 
Spain’s effort to recapture the Floridas from British rule.
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collections, other units of the Armed Forc-
es and institutions such as the National 
Library, the General Archive of the Indies 
and the Bank of Spain. They also received 
a briefing from the exhibition’s curator, 
Lieutenant Colonel Segura.

The exhibition will be open to the 
public free of charge from 26 March to 
12 October 2026. Visitors will have the 
opportunity to delve into three historical 
moments of this close relationship be-
tween Spain and the United States The 

first section, “A Time of Explorations: 
Legends behind the Legend”, is ded-
icated to Spanish expeditions into 
what is now US territory. The second, 
“A Time of Consolidation: The Difficult 
Life on the Northern Frontier of the 
Hispanic World”, illustrates the strat-
egy for the occupation and control of 
a territory that the Spanish sought to 
defend with limited resources. 

The last section, “A Time of Revo-
lutions: The Birth of a Giant”, explains 
the role of the Spanish people and their 
armies during the American Revolution.

Víctor Hernández
General Enseñat and U.S. Ambassador Benjamin León 

Jr. at the exhibition’s opening ceremony.
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