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Spain's Defence Policy Recalibration: Navigating the Israeli Arms Embargo, NATO Spending

Pressures, and EU Industrial Funding

Cristina Sdenz Pérez*

I. Introduction

Spain’s defence updates this quarter reflect a mo-
ment of reforms in response to both domestic and
international pressures that have crystallised in sev-
eral initiatives, including the formalisation of an
arms embargo on Israel and a commitment to in-
crease defence spending this year. On the one hand,
the Spanish government enacted Royal Decree
10/2025 on 23 September 2025," which prohibits de-
fence exports to and imports from Israel of material
included in defence and dual-use control lists. Simul-
taneously, Spain has operationalised its compromise
to increase defence spending after the approval of a
national plan for security and defence.? This plan
commits Spain to reaching 2.1% of its GDP in defence
spending, up from 1.4% in 2024. This commitment
is supplemented by Spain’s proactive pursuit of EU
defence funding to meet its targets, encouraging

DOI: 10.21552/edseq/2026/1/22

*  Cristina Sdenz Pérez is Assistant Professor in EU and International
Law at the Pontifical University of Comillas, Madrid (Spain). For
correspondence: <csaenz@comillas.edu>.

1 Real Decreto-ley 10/2025 por el que se adoptan medidas ur-
gentes contra el genocidio en Gaza y de apoyo a la poblacion
palestina (23 September 2025).

2 Government of Spain, Plan Industrial y Tecnolégico para la
Seguridad y la Defensa (2025), <https://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/
consejodeministros/resumenes/Documents/2025/230425-plan
-industrial-y-tecnologico-para-la-seguridad-y-la-defensa.pdf>, ac-
cessed 2 November 2025.

3 Real Decreto-ley 10/2025 (n 1).

4 Agreement of Defence Cooperation between the US and the
Kingdom of Spain (Madrid, 1 December 1988).

5  Mateo Martinez Zubillaga, Spain-Israel: The complexity of arms
trade when a conflict is underway (Global Affairs and Strategic
Studies Blog, 29 November 2024), <https://www.unav.edu/web/
global-affairs/spain-israel-the-complexity-of-arms-trade-when-a
-conflict-is-underway> accessed 02 November 2025.

6 Middle East Monitor, ‘Spanish foreign minister calls for suspen-
sion of EU-Israel association agreement, arms embargo’ (23 June
2025), <https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20250623-spanish
-foreign-minister-calls-for-suspension-of-eu-israel-association
-agreement-arms-embargo/>, accessed 02 November 2025.

7 Ley 53/2007 sobre el control del comercio exterior de material de
defensa y de doble uso (28 December 2007).

Spanish firms to coordinate applications, amongst
others, to the European Defence Fund (EDF). The fol-
lowing sections explore each of these initiatives in
detail, highlighting key implementation challenges
and their potential impact on the future direction of
Spain’s defence strategy.

Il. Arms Embargo on Israel

On 23 September2025, the Spanish Council of Min-
isters enacted Royal Decree 10/2025, establishing ur-
gent measures in response to the Gaza conflict.® This
Decree prohibits exports to and imports from Israel
of the material included in national defence and dual-
use control lists, and imports from Israeli settlements
(irrespective of their nature), as well as restrictions
on the use of Spanish ports and airspace for flights
or ships transporting items to Israel that could be of
military use. These limitations do not apply to the
flights or vessels directed or departing from the US
bases located in Spain, which are regulated by a bi-
lateral US-Spain agreement.*

The approval of this Decree followed several
months in which the Spanish government claimed
to have, de facto, suspended or denied licences for
defence transfers to Israel after the beginning of the
conflict in Gaza.” Spanish ministers have repeatedly
framed the step as a human rights and humanitari-
an response, and the embargo was presented as nec-
essary to avoid complicity in the commission of in-
ternational crimes and human rights violations.® The
domestic act governing these exports is Act 53/2007
on the control of external trade of defence and dual-
use material.” This instrument establishes the licens-
ing system for defence and dual-use goods, and pro-
vides the legal framework for the inter-ministerial
body (Junta Interministerial Reguladora del Comer-
cio Exterior de Material de Defensa y de Doble Uso)
that issues export licences, awards contracts and au-
thorisations. According to Act 53/2007 and its imple-
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menting regulations,® the government may refuse,
suspend or revoke licences based on defence and for-
eign policy interests or human rights concerns. The
recent decree invoked those existing competencies
to impose an urgent prohibition on all defence-relat-
ed trade with the state of Israel based on the human
rights exception that Article 8.1 of Act 53/2007 pro-
vides.

The Spanish government has repeatedly noted
that this initiative is consistent with the internation-
al and EU obligations that the country has assumed
within the fields of IHL and human rights. At the EU
level, Council Common Position 2008/944/CESP on
arms exports defines the criteria that Member States
should apply when assessing military export li-
cences,” particularly the risk that exported items
might be used for internal repression or violate in-
ternational humanitarian law, and the broader for-
eign policy and security implications of transfers. Al-
though Common Positions are binding and Member
States are required to act in conformity with these,
Member States retain national licensing discretion.
Spain is also a party to the Arms Trade Treaty (ATT)'°
and has committed itself to following EU and inter-
national standards in this area,'' which require states
to refuse transfers when there is a substantial risk
these would be used to commit or facilitate serious
violations of IHL and/or human rights breaches.
These instruments constitute the legal basis that jus-
tifies the measures adopted through this Decree,
which was ratified on 8 October 2025 through a vote
in Parliament.'”

However, this embargo has raised operational and
legal questions. Spanish ministries have used Royal
Decree 10/2025 to terminate or deny contracts with
Israeli firms. So far, the Ministry of Defence and the
Ministry of the Interior have reported the cancella-
tion or non-renewal of procurement with Israeli sup-
pliers, and at least the termination of a contract for
ammunition on the basis of licensing refusals.” At
the same time, these processes have exposed the prac-
tical difficulties of implementing this decree: long-
term maintenance contracts, licensed supply chains
that include Israeli components, and transfers rout-
ed through third countries pose compliance chal-
lenges.'* Implementation, therefore, depends on de-
tailed administrative guidance (license registers, cus-
toms notifications, end-user verification) and inter-
ministerial coordination that has proven challeng-

ing.

The Spanish embargo sits on a broader interna-
tional legal and political debate about European and
Israeli defence industry cooperation. The EU Com-
mon Position'” requires assessing the risk of misuse
and potential grave violations on a case-by-case ba-
sis. However, the Spanish government has chosen to
issue a full embargo based on Article 6(3) of the ATT,
which permits the denial of any transfer of conven-
tional arms when such items may be used in acts that
may constitute war crimes, genocide or grave viola-
tions of the Geneva Convention. This decision fol-
lows Slovenia, which imposed a full prohibition on
the exporting and transit of military weapons and
equipment from or through the Republic of Slovenia
to Israel, and importing from Israel.'® Other Euro-
pean states have implemented targeted measures.
For instance, the Netherlands restricted, in April
2025, export controls for all military and dual-use
goods to Israel. The UK has suspended around 30 of
its 350 licenses for arms exports to Israel as well.'”
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In May 2025, it also suspended negotiations with Is-
rael on a new free trade agreement.

While the embargo is now established in Spanish
law, implementing it effectively is not without obsta-
cles. The first key challenge that is still pending in-
volves disentangling complex supply chains, as many
national military systems incorporate components
sourced from Israeli firms. Ensuring that subcompo-
nents or dual-use parts are not routed through third
countries or re-exported requires licensing controls,
customs oversight, end-user verification, and tracing
mechanisms that have not been clearly implement-
ed. On the other hand, Spain has never been a major
supplier of Israel’s conventional arms compared to
other EU Member States,'® so the embargo’s strate-
gic impact on the conflict in the Middle East will be
merely symbolic or political.

l1l. Contract Spending Increase

On 22 April 2025, the Spanish Council of Ministers
approved an Industrial and Technological Plan for
Security and Defence of Spain and Europe,'” which
includes an increase in defence spending that has the
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aim of reaching the target of 2.1% of the Spanish GDP
in 2025. This will be achieved through €10.47 billion
in additional investment in five priority areas: per-
sonnel costs; cybersecurity systems; acquisition of
new defence equipment; improvement of dual-use
capabilities for emergencies and natural disasters,
and spending in missions overseas (the Government
has not clarified whether this would concern employ-
ment conditions, equipment, or additional invest-
ments in missions). Spain has already committed this
additional budget in actions, such as the grants
awarded to Airbus for six special modernisation pro-
grams in the air domain as part of the government’s
so-called Special Modernization Plans (Programas es-
peciales de modernizacién).2

This plan was submitted to NATO and was dis-
cussed in its last summit, as part of Spain’s commit-
ment to NATO of reaching 2.1% of its GDP in de-
fence spending, which falls behind the final commit-
ment of 5% of the national GDP in defence spend-
ing by 2035 reached by other NATO members.”'
However, this is a substantial increase for a country
such as Spain, which spent just under 1.3% of its
GDP on defence (amongst the lowest in the al-
liance).”” The resulting agreement, which allows
Spain to increase spending to just 2.1% until the next
review in 2029, has been presented by the govern-
ment as a success.”

Nevertheless, in recent weeks, US President Don-
ald Trump has complained about Spain not adopting
the 5% target agreed in that last NATO summit, call-
ing it a ‘laggard’ and suggesting that the country
could suffer additional tariffs as a countermeasure.”*
Although this is a significant increase for Spain, the
country risks being sidelined within the evolving EU
defence frameworks or risk exclusion from key capa-
bility-building initiatives if it does not increase its
spending beyond 2.1% of its GDP. Furthermore, it
must align its national defence strategy with the EU’s
Readiness 2030 initiatives to maintain its role as a
key partner within the EU legal framework, which
some argue requires a budgetary increase that ex-
ceeds current commitments.””

IV. EU Defence Funding

Spainremains active in EU defence programmes, and
the Ministry of Defence has been promoting access
to the EDF by Spanish firms. In February 2025, the
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EU launched the EDF Work Programme 2025 with
proposal submissions open from mid-February to 16
October 2025. The EDF plans to allocate €7.95 billion
for the 2021-2027 period to promote European coop-
eration in the field of research and development of
defence-related products and technologies. Its aim is
to boost the competitiveness, efficiency, and innova-
tion capacity of the European defence technological
and industrial base, with special attention given to
SMEs, which could provide greater strategic autono-
my and freedom of action for the EU. Within this
context, Spain issued a national call to coordinate
proposals and has been encouraging the application
of consortia involving Spanish firms. According to
the analysis, nearly 30% of EDF projects (2021-2024)
included Spanish firms within their consortia, with
a particular representation of large firms, such as In-
dra or Navantia. The success of this initiative cannot
be evaluated yet, as the EU call for proposals only
closed on 16 October 2025.

Additionally, the Spanish Ministry of Defence has
announced that it is prioritising and supporting ap-
plications to other EU instruments. For example,
Spain plans to apply to the new EDIRPA procure-
ment instrument (launched in 2024 for joint purchas-
es in areas like ammunition and air defence) and the
ASAP (Act in Support of Ammunition Production)
ammunitions fund. Notably, a Spanish company, i.e.,
Rheinmetall-Expal, was allocated €23.75million un-
der the EU ASAP scheme in 2024 for gunpowder and
shell development, and Spain continues to support
EU-coordinated ammunition production. Separately,
the EU’s European Peace Facility and PESCO pro-
grammes continue to involve Spain, which co-leads
some PESCO projects — e.g., the Menorca AUV pro-
gramme.

On the other hand, Spain remains involved in the
Eurodrone MALE UAV programme, a four-nation de-
velopment programme that includes Germany,
France, Italy and Spain, led by the Organisation for

Joint Armament Cooperation (OCCAR). Airbus and
Indra in Spain build major components (front fuse-
lage, sensors, ground control, etc.), ensuring Spanish
industry holds a role in the programme. Spain’s de-
fence industry also participates in EU-financed pro-
grammes, such as Eudis Hackathon 2025 (17-19 Oc-
tober 2025), which engages industry partners to de-
velop tech ideas, with an emphasis on cyber-R&D, a
priority area to meet new spending targets under the
government’s Plan for Security and Defence.

V. Conclusion

Spain’s defence policy in this quarter reflects a mo-
ment of reforms and recalibration in response to both
domestic and international pressures. The approval
of a Decree limiting imports and exports of military
and dual-use material to and from Israel has codified
a policy that has been de facto implemented over the
last two years. Nevertheless, it has not addressed the
loopholes and implementation obstacles that this
policy has faced. Simultaneously, the commitment to
increase defence spending to 2.1% of GDP and the
pursuitof EU defence funding show Spain’s attempts
to reinforce its industrial and technological capabil-
ities within the European and NATO frameworks. At
the same time, it exposes the pressures to do that
without compromising other domestic budgetary
goals in a country where defence spending is not per-
ceived as a priority.?® This, in turn, shows the rele-
vant challenges that Spain is facing, such as main-
taining cohesion with allies amid shifting global se-
curity dynamics, while maintaining its domestic
compromises.
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