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Spain back on growth path
After revamping its economic policies, Spain’s economy is now highly internationalised. Spanish ambassador to Singapore Miguel Angel Navarro Portera
talks about the country’s recent developments and looks forward to good relations between the two countries. BY VINCENT WEE
Q: How has the Spanish economy
evolved and developed over the past
few years?
A: Recession has been left behind.
Spain has emerged from the 2009
crisis as a renewed country, achieving
its pre-crisis GNP level last year. The
Spanish economy is growing for the
fourth consecutive year and is creating jobs. IMF’s projected growth of
3.1 per cent for the Spanish economy
in 2017 has been attained and its forecast for this year is that Spain will continue to be among the best performing advanced economies.
Our economic policy has corrected the major economic imbalances
and set a new economic model,
driven not only by domestic demand,
but more substantially by exports of
goods and services and international
competitiveness. The Spanish economy is highly internationalised
today, with exports accounting for 34
per cent of the GDP, a figure that sets
us just behind Germany. As a result,
our current account balance has posted an unprecedented consecutive
surplus in the past five years.
This export-driven economic
growth has fuelled job creation, reducing our high level of unemployment
by 2.28 million compared to 2013.
Tourism has been an important
driver as well for job creation, reaching a record figure of 82 million visitors last year, a more than 8 per cent increase compared with the previous
year, making Spain the second most
visited country in the world.
Q: How is the Catalonia crisis affecting
the Spanish economy overall and
what are the prospects of a return to
normalcy?
A: The rationale for the Catalonian
crisis is difficult to understand in
Spain as well as in the rest of the

Mr Portera says
areas where
there are
opportunities
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between
Singapore and
Spanish
companies
include
transport
infrastructure,
health, food,
environmental
and urban
solutions.
democratic world, especially among
our European partners. Spain is a consolidated full-fledged democracy and
a highly decentralised state. Catalonia’s degree of autonomy is second
to no other region in Europe. Even
Scotland found in Catalonia’s decentralised system of self-government an
inspirational model some years ago.
As a result of the act of rebellion
declaring independence last year in
contempt of the Constitutional Court
rulings following the violation of the
Spanish Constitution and their own
Statute of Autonomy by the former
Catalan Government, an estimated
3,000 businesses, including many of
their largest corporations, moved
their corporate headquarters from
Catalonia to other Spanish cities. Despite this unprecedented crisis, however, the European Commission has
not revised the growth estimates for

the Spanish economy as its effects
were contained by the Spanish Government’s intervention of the Catalan
Government after being authorised
by the Senate under Article 155 of the
Constitution.
A great majority of our public opinion hopes that the new Catalan Government will exercise the necessary
guidance to restore the respect of the
Constitution in order to facilitate a
political dialogue which might lead to
surpass the present state of affairs
and restore the necessary conditions
for a return to full institutional normalcy and for Catalonia to continue
its economic growth as one of our
leading regions.
Q: What is your opinion of the overall
relations between Singapore and
Spain over the years and going forward?

A: This year, we are celebrating our
50th anniversary of diplomatic relations. Spain opened its embassy in
Singapore only 15 years ago. During
this period, our political relations
have been excellent with frequent
high-level visits by both countries.
This year, we had the privilege of receiving Deputy Prime Minister Teo
Chee Hean for a working visit in Madrid. His meetings with His Majesty
King Felipe, the Vice-President of the
Government and the Foreign Minister
showed the many areas in which we
shared similar views and common interests, from geopolitics to free trade
in all its different aspects.
Spain, for instance, has been a
strong supporter of the FTA and PCA
between the European Union and
Singapore and we are doing our best
to ensure that it finally enters into
force before the next European Parliamentary elections.

Our Spanish community in Singapore, although still small – around
2,300 – compared to other countries,
has been growing strongly, from
barely 300, in just a few years. This
shows how Singapore has become a
beacon especially for our young professionals and possibly their preferred choice in Asia. Spain is also increasingly a destination of choice for
Singaporeans, with almost 70,000
visitors last year. These people-topeople contacts contribute strongly
to cement our bilateral relations as
well.
Q: What is the overall situation and
what are the prospects for further development of economic relations?
A: I mentioned before how foreign
trade has paved the way for our economic recovery and how our economy has become internationalised.
After all, Spain is the fifth largest EU
economy and 14th biggest in the
world. It has a privileged geostrategic
location, a powerful infrastructure
network, shares the second most
spoken language in the world and
counts with multinational companies, which are leaders in different strategic sectors with high added-value
and technology, such as transport infrastructure, banking, energy (including renewable energy such as solar
and wind) telecommunications, water
treatment and management.
Q: Which areas do you see as having
the most potential for cooperation and
what are plans to develop this further?

A: Asia is still largely a new territory
for us, accounting for less than 10 per
cent of our total foreign trade and investment but we are increasingly focusing in this region, beyond our traditional markets in Europe (65.7 per
cent of our total exports go to the EU),
Latin America (Spain is its second
largest world investor after USA), and
North Africa.
Asia is a continent of opportunities and as Asean countries will continue expanding their economies and
infrastructure at an amazing pace in
the next two decades, Spain’s opportunities will also be increasing, despite tough competition. Among other
areas where our companies feel there
are greater chances for cooperation
are: transport infrastructure, health,
food, environmental and urban solutions.
Plans are needed to channel these
prospects and opportunities, though.
Besides political and economic visits,
a need for setting up structured dialogues, new embassies and consulates, greater cooperation in public
diplomacy, education and cultural
activities, is obvious. In the case of
Singapore, currently a priority country for Spanish trade policy in recognition of its strategic role as leading regional hub, I see a clear potential for
bilateral cooperation in some cutting
edge fields of common interest for
both of us such as infrastructure and
applied technologies, selected environmental solutions (water, renewable
energy) and health, among other important areas, as well as exploring
considerable opportunities for expanding bilateral investments.
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Spanish economy pushing
ahead with solid growth
Last year, it grew 3.1 per cent, the fastest among the advanced economies. BY

T

HE structural reforms
and budgetary policy adjustments Spain has implemented in recent
years have put it on a
path of robust and balanced growth,
allowing the economy to push ahead
while correcting its main macroeconomic imbalances, which in turn has
generated more sustainable growth
and made it less vulnerable to possible external shocks.
In fact, with a growth rate of 3.1
per cent, Spain’s economy grew the
fastest among the advanced economies in 2017, and this economic
strategy is seen putting it on track for
continued solid growth in the coming
years, which will allow recovery in
2020 to the levels of employment
seen before the economic and financial crisis of 2009.
In the “Stability Program of Spain
2018-2021” recently submitted to the
EU authorities, Spain forecasts its
own real GDP growth at 2.7 per cent
for 2018, while IMF and OECD forecasts come in at 2.8 per cent. Growth
is expected to slow slightly to 2.4 per
cent in 2019 followed by a further
slight moderation down to 2.3 per
cent in 2020 and 2021.
Growth will continue to be sustainable and balanced, with positive contributions from both domestic demand (private consumption and investment) and external demand. Investments and exports are seen as being the most dynamic components of
GDP, which will have favourable
knock-on effects on productivity and
the economy’s growth potential. For
example, exports of goods and services as a percentage of GDP increased from 21.9 per cent in 2009 to
34 per cent in 2017.
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Facts and figures
Spain
Population: 46.5m (79% urban)
GDP: 1.16 trillion euros
GDP Distribution: Services (75%);
Industry (17%); Construction (5.5%);
Agriculture (2.5%)
Full member of EU (1986);

Full member of Eurozone (1999)
Fifth largest country in the EU

(Fourth in Eurozone)
Source: Spanish Embassy

The Spanish economy is also expected to rack up a current account
surplus, according to the forecast of
the Stability Program, with a surplus
of about 1.5 per cent of GDP during
the entire forecast period. As a result,
by 2021, Spain would have enjoyed
nine consecutive years of current account surpluses.
The economic policy strategy, the
approved structural reforms and the
important process of fiscal consolidation carried out, constitute the fundamental pillars that have returned the
Spanish economy to a path of sustainable and intensive growth in job creation, in a context of wage moderation and competitiveness gains.
In the last five years, 2.28 million
jobs have been created and the number of unemployed has been substantially reduced, a trend that is expected to continue in the coming years,
creating around 1.7 million jobs in
the next four years. By 2020, the report sees employment hitting 20 million, the pre-crisis employment level.
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The commitment to reduce the
public deficit is maintained, going
from 3.1 per cent of GDP in 2017 to a
balanced budget and even a slight surplus in 2021, for the first time since
2007. This projected fiscal path
would place the public deficit in 2018
at 2.2 per cent of GDP, below the
threshold of 3 per cent, ending the Excessive Deficit Procedure opened by
the Council of the European Union to
Spain in the year 2009.
The labour market has developed
due to an environment of stable
prices. The CPI annual rate stood at
1.1 per cent in December 2017. On
the other hand, consumer prices increased by 2 per cent after a
three-year descent (-0.2 per cent in
2016) and underlying inflation rose
three percentage points to 1.1 per
cent.
Among the different macroeconomic measures taken for the
2018-2021 period, the following
stand out: wage agreement and public employment which were reached
by the government and the trade unions for the 2018-2021 period; income
tax (IRPF) relief for the lower income
brackets; favourable measures for
families included in the IRPF; an increase in minimum pensions by 3 per
cent in 2018 and a subsequent revaluation in 2018 and 2019 of all the pensions by 1.6 per cent and 1.5 per cent
respectively.
Spain is the 13th biggest recipient
of Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) in
the world. It is trying to build on this
by attracting investment from beyond its traditional European sources
to Latin America (where Spain has 20
agreements for reciprocal investment

promotion and protection and 17
agreements to avoid double taxation)
as well as northern Africa and the
Middle East. The private equity and
venture capital industry is seeing current investment volumes at record
highs of 4.9 billion euros (S$7.7 billion), with investments by non-resident investors in Spain-listed companies already amounting to 43 per cent
of total investment.
USA, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, United Kingdom, Germany,
France and China together with Hong
Kong have been the largest investors
over the last four years – mainly in sectors such as energy, metals and manufacturing of other materials, retail
and wholesale, financial services, real
estate, building and infrastructure,
food and beverage and communications, software & IT services.
Furthermore, 90 of the top 100
R&D firms, according to Thomson Reuters, have a presence in Spain, as it is
the country with the second most generous fiscal incentives among OECD
countries. In the first five months of
2018, M&A deals amounted to 46.7 billion euros.

Strong trade ties with
more opportunities
to be explored
BILATERAL trade in goods has expanded in the past few years, with Spanish exports of goods to Singapore in
particular doubling between 2008
and 2014, from S$764 million to over
S$1.35 billion. The trade in services
between both countries is also substantial, estimated at 344 million
euros (S$541 million) and 156 million
euros in exports and imports respectively from Spain in 2016.
However, more recent figures
showed a slight decline from 2015
due mainly to lower oil prices, as well
as lower imports from Singapore of
some raw materials and semi-manufactured goods. In 2017, exports of
goods from Spain stood at S$936 million, with imports at S$521 million.
Spain participates regularly in several important Singapore trade fairs,
and in 2018 there were a number of
National Pavillions, such as at Food &
Hotel Asia, Medical Fair, MedLab,
Singapore International Water Week,
Sitce, ConnecTechAsia, Techinnovation, and Asia-Pacific Maritime. There
have been a number of business visits as well to Spanish International
Fairs and events, such as World Mobile Congress in Barcelona.

Over 100 Spanish companies are
established in Singapore, in diverse
sectors such as energy (including renewables), financial and insurance,
steel, construction and engineering,
health products, fashion and apparel,
foods, chemicals, ITC travel technology, among others.
There is a Double Tax Avoidance
Treaty between the two countries,
and a number of leading Singaporean
companies have invested in Spain in
the last decade in areas such as real
estate, energy, hotels, retail space,
food production and distribution,
among others.
However, given the important
roles of both countries as international investors and their geostrategic locations of respective importance in both the EU and Asia regions,
more bilateral opportunities should
be explored in the near future.
Singapore was appointed non-EU
priority country by the Spanish Secretariat of Trade in 2013.
For further information about
investment and business
opportunities in Spain, please write to
singapur@comercio.mineco.es

Alhambra in Granada. Spain has the world’s third most Unesco World Heritage Sites – 44 – due to the country’s
unique and exceptional cultural wealth.

World’s second most visited country
THE trend for global tourism is positive and Spain, as a leading international tourism destination and the
country with the second highest number of foreign tourists, is set to gain
from this. Fittingly, at the World Tourism Summit in San Sebastian in May,
World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO) secretary-general Zurab Pololikashvili noted that expectations for
the global tourism sector are positive.
Spain saw double records in 2017,
with good performances in both tourist arrivals and revenue. International
arrivals rose more than 8 per cent
year-on-year to nearly 82 million
while tourism expenditure rose 12.2
per cent to 86.82 billion euros
(S$136.55 billion).
The country’s traditions, culture

and people are among the many reasons why Spain is the world’s second
most visited country. It has the
world’s third most Unesco World Heritage Sites – 44 – due to the country’s
unique and exceptional cultural
wealth, ranging from old quarters
with historic importance, as well as
natural spaces, gardens and monuments.
Spain also houses modernistic and
world-class architecture. Gastronomy
is one of the most appealing aspects
for tourists as Spain offers traditional
dishes and specialties per region as
well as avant-garde cuisines matched
with some of the best wines in the
world.
Spain has made a firm and determined commitment to promote a sus-

tainable and quality tourism sector
that actively preserves the environment and promotes digitalisation.
Southeast Asia is an important
market for Spain with some 246,614
visitors coming from the region last
year. Catalonia, Madrid and Andalucía were the most preferred regional destinations for travellers.
Meanwhile, within Southeast Asia,
52,000 tourists came from just Singapore alone and they spent an average
of 1,009 euros via credit card which is
higher than the average spending.
The country is currently focusing
on intensifying ties to present different tourism choices and showcase
products that can offer tourists a
unique experience with high quality
infrastructure and services.

Spanish food and wines are world famous
SPANISH gastronomy is based on an
extensive range of prime quality
products such as meat, fish, shellfish,
vegetables, legumes, virgin olive oil,
cheese, wine and fruits, which are a
result of geographic diversity and
wide variety of climates.
For instance, Ibérico ham,
uniquely made from acorn-fed pigs,
is one of the best-known Spanish specialties and is produced in Protected
Designations of Origin (DOP) or Protected Geographical Indications, such
as Dehesa de Extremadura, Jabugo
(Huelva province) or Guijuelo (Salamanca province).
Olive oil is another flagship
product with almost 30 DOPs, most
of them located in southern Andalusia province. Spain is the world’s
largest olive producer with over 260
olive tree varieties and the largest cultivated area in the world.

The Mediterranean diet, considered a Unesco Intangible Cultural
Heritage since 2010, is one of the natural features of Spanish cuisine. Delicious dishes feature a combination of
elements that brings health benefits.
A typical Mediterranean diet includes
the use of olive oil, fruit, vegetables,
beans, cereal, fish, fresh and dairy
products such as yogurt or cheese.
Ranging from paella from Valencia, to cocido (stew) from Madrid, to
gazpacho from Andalusia, suckling
pig, and Spanish omelette, every region in Spain serves a handful of traditional dishes.
One of the most well-known examples is tapas – bite-sized treats
which have taken root all over the
world and are now considered a universal cultural phenomenon. Spanish
leading restaurants seek to conquer
the palates of the five continents with
26 new Michelin stars awarded to

Spanish restaurants and leading
chefs worldwide, such as Ferran Adrià, Juan Mari Arzak, José Andrés,
Pedro Subijana, Martín Berasategui,
Roca brothers, and David Muñoz. In
Singapore alone, there are 24 Spanish
restaurants.
Spain also has numerous wine producing regions with Designation of
Origin and the largest cultivated area
in the world – more than a million
vineyards and a wide variety of climates and grapes. Numerous
vine-growing areas have claimed the
international spotlight, including
well-known La Rioja and Ribera del
Duero. But there are also other very interesting Designations of Origin
widening the Spanish wine range,
such as Cariñena (Aragón province),
Priorat (Cataluña province) and Rias
Baixas (Galicia province) and Rueda
(Castilla-León province) for white
wines, to name just a few.
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