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INTERVENCION DE LA MINISTRA EN “THE ATLANTIC COUNCIL” 
 

Jueves, 17 de Octubre 2019, 2019 2:30 PM 
1030 15th St NW, 12th Floor, West Tower Elevators 

Washington, DC 20005 
 
It is an absolute pleasure to be here. It is one of the most interesting moments of 

my trip to the US, participating in such a respected institution and to have a chance 

to share some thoughts with well-informed persons, about the situation in the US, 

in Europe, in Spain, about the world´s prospects … 

Let me start with the final remarks of Ambassador: how to tie us closer together. 

This is the best we can do for the benefit of our children. 

It is also a very timely event because we are in a particularly challenging 

environment with very important development taking place as we speak, at the 

global level, at the US, in the EU/US relations and also in my country. And therefore, 

it is a good opportunity to share these thoughts and to see how best to move 

ahead. 

I am going to start with the Spanish economic situation because only some days 

ago we sent to the European institutions the Draft Budgetary Plan for 2020 and 

2021 with the updated macroeconomic forecast. The Spanish economy has gone 

through a period of strong growth. We have been growing at an average rate above 

2.5% for the last five years, which is remarkable for European standards.  

Our economy is still in an expansionary phase with growth rates above 2% year on 

year. Our current forecast for 2019 is 2.1%, and 1.8% for 2020 and all forecasts 

point at the continuation of this positive growth, significantly higher than the Euro 

Zone average.   

Maybe more interesting than the growth rate is the fact that growth has been 

based on more robust and balanced foundations. We have been growing in a more 

sustainable manner, making the economy more resilient to both internal and 

external shocks, in a context of:  Low inflation; significant deleveraging by the 

private sector, which is allowing the economy not to have those bubbles or 

imbalances that where built up before the crisis and that, at the end of the day, 

burst in 2007 and, subsequently, led to recession; Very positive evolution of the 
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labour market; we are experiencing current account surpluses and this is a novelty. 

In previous expansionary phases, the Spanish economy developed very large 

current account deficits reaching 10% of GDP when the 2007 crisis broke. This 

obviously contributed to the recession; and fiscal discipline has allowed us to have 

a clear trend of public debt and deficit reduction.  

Of course, this is positive but should not lead us to complacency because the 

Spanish economy still holds significant economic imbalances that need to be 

addressed: unemployment levels remain intolerably high, with high structural 

unemployment and growing precariousness in these last years. The appearance of 

“poor workers” that do not earn enough for a living; slow productivity growth and 

potential GDP growth; high level of public debt, which was above 100% of GDP in 

2014. It is going down and we want it will go down as fast as possible. This is a very 

significant imbalance inherited from the crisis; and large inequality. Growth has not 

allowed us to correct the inequality that grew during the crisis. We are talking 

about wage gaps, income gaps, wealth gaps, territorial distribution and, of course, 

the gender gap; that need to be corrected if we want sustainable growth going 

forward 

So, when we try to see what the challenges are, what is the recipe to correct these 

imbalances, one key objective is increasing the “potential growth rate”. Because 

this is going to allow us to grow steadily in a more stable manner in the future and 

this will increase prosperity and wealth to grow in the coming years and for 

generations to come. 

 

Since we came to the Government 16 months ago, we have been implementing an 

economic policy with a three-pronged strategy.  

First of all, fiscal discipline. We are fully committed to the reduction of deficits and 

debt. Our deficit target for 2019 is 2% of GDP and we are achieving for the first time 

since 2007 a primary surplus. We have a very ambitious debt reduction strategy to 

ensure long term.  

The second axies of our economic policy is to focus on social cohesion. As I pointed 

out, one of the imbalances that increased in the last decade was inequality and we 

think that it is important for the Government to have social sensitivity to listen to 
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the concerns of the people, to focus on the most vulnerable and eradicate child 

poverty. So that nobody is left behind at the end of the day. 

The third axies is structural reforms: we launched the “Agenda for Change” in order 

to try to lift our head, to look to the mid to long term and to try to set the basis for 

a most sustainable growth pattern and also looking at the challenges we are 

confronted with in terms of aging, climate change and the digital revolution.  

On a lighter note, when we talk about aging you may not know that Spain is about 

to reach the same level of longevity as Japan. The quality of life in the country is 

one of the explanations. The top quality public health system is another very good 

explanation. This is very good news but also means that there are new challenges 

coming from this longevity of the population. 

Spain has important strengths and assets on which to build this reform agenda: 

Physical, legal and institutional security; A network of physical and digital 

infrastructures which are second to none in Europe; Competitive businesses with 

strong presence abroad; Leading international companies in sectors that can drive 

the process when it comes to climate change and digitalization, such as health, 

construction and energy, sustainable tourism, car manufacturing, sustainable 

mobility, agri food. You are well aware of these companies and sectors. 

And building on these strengths, we have to put forward a strategy: investing in 

training and human capital; driving the climate change; enhancing scientific and 

technological progress; encouraging entrepreneurship; moving towards an 

efficient and fair labour market; reducing inequality and protecting the welfare 

State. 

I will come back to those in a moment.  

This approach has been rewarded in a certain sense because financial markets have 

shown their growing confidence in the Spanish economy. Both domestic and 

international investors have consistently increased their participation in Spain, 

their investment in Spain, rating agencies have raised their rating of the Kingdom 

of Spain's debt, and this is a very important basis on which to build.  

  



4 
 

But Spain is clearly open to international challenges. We cannot be immune to the 

global slowdown, to the materialization of current risks, which brings me to the 

second part of my remarks.  

I participated this morning in an event at the IMF and there is a unanimous view 

that there is a slowdown at the international economy analysts and international 

bodies anticipated a year ago. 

And that is maybe stronger than mutually reinforcing factors: This is due to, first of 

all, trade tensions. The IMF has just calculated a loss of around 700 billion dollars 

in 2020, about 0.8% of the world’s GDP. Disruptions of international trade are 

affecting global value chains and the industrial and manufacturing sector which 

also face major structural changes; but besides this direct impact, there is the issue 

of withholding of consumption and investment decision due to uncertainty; there 

are also difficulties in large emerging economies such as Argentina and political 

tensions building in the Middle East. There a number of difficulties and tensions 

that are building up in different parts of the world; there is of course, Brexit. We 

have very good news today; it is not the end of the process but there is a clear hope 

for an agreement, but there is still some way to go in order to have the least 

negative outcome, because when we talk about Brexit we are talking about loose, 

loose; it is minimizing the damages; prolongation of these uncertainties is in itself 

the materialization of the risk, it is already having a negative impact. I want to point 

this out because sometimes some people may think that there is a threat that never 

materializes there is no damage. But this is not so, the damage is done. And this 

uncertainty is already having a negative impact on global growth and, of course, in 

economies that are open, such as the Spanish economy. 

 

Talking about trade tensions for a second. We are quite concerned with the recent 

announcement by US authorities of increasing tariffs, in particular targeting them 

against some of the key agricultural Spanish exports to the US. This would penalize 

a big number of Spanish farmers. Beyond the quantitative significance of these 

sectors for the Spanish economy, there is the social element which is behind. The 

geographical concentration of the impact in some regions of the country view 

makes these kind of threats unacceptable and unfair. I do not need to highlight how 

sensitive this is when we are talking about wine, olive oil, olives. In our view, we 
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need to avoid those measures and threats and an escalation of this kind of tensions. 

We want to reach a negotiated solution. For the European Commission, who has 

the competence to undertake these international trade negotiations, and for Spain 

the imposition of sanctions is counterproductive and detrimental to our respective 

economies. We have always been committed to support of multilateral rules-based 

trade system that has served us so well since the Second World War. We want to 

work toward a fair and balanced solution for our respective aeronautical industries 

and for future competitors because this is what has been used as the reason to 

threaten sectors that have obviously very little to do with aeronautical 

manufacturing. There are a number of options on the table but I really hope that 

we can come to a solution 

 

Key challenges are of a global nature. And this is going to be my key message today. 

We are confronted to global challenges but we need to tackle them together. Of 

course, starting at the EU. When there are challenges in the international system, 

the answer is to build a stronger Europe, more integrated Europe. A Europe with a 

clear purpose which is to protect our citizens, to maintain prosperity, to make sure 

nobody is left behind. That is why since the crisis we have been working in a number 

of issues and reinforced messages to make a more resilient financial system. But I 

think that it is difficult for citizens to understand what is in for them. When I try to 

explain to people that we just reached a very important agreement because we 

have created a backstop for the Single Resolution Fund to the banks that are 

supervised by the Single Supervisory Mechanism I do not get a round of applause. 

It is very difficult to explain why this is extremely important, to citizens, how it 

affects their daily lives. And that is why we need to reinforce the Union but also to 

focus on those areas that citizens can understand, where they can see that the 

Union works for them. Spain is a very pro-European country and the vast majority 

of Spanish citizens have experienced in the last 40 years and particularly in the 

years since we joined the EU in 1986, that this is a source of prosperity, democracy, 

stability. And we need to keep it that way: that citizens see Europe as a source of 

welfare. In the economic policy area, for example, we need to treat as a top priority 

the creation of a Common Deposit Guarantee Scheme because citizens may not 

understand what a backstop for the Single Resolution Fund is but they surely 

understand what a deposit guarantee is. In a way, it will bring us closer to the 
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Federal System that you stablished here in the US, learning from you to build a 

resilient framework that avoid the risk of bank runs and creates a much stronger 

and safes financial system. We also need to create a true Capital Markets Union 

and to talk about investment and savings. People understand that we need to 

channel funds towards productive investment.  At the end of the day, we are talking 

about how to fund the transformation of our economies, how to face the 

challenges I was mentioning before: climate change, digitalization, innovation, 

human capital, education. Finally, we need to reinforce our fiscal architecture: 

simplifying the fiscal rules, to use observables indicators and not the output gap 

that nobody understands, introducing a fiscal capacity in the euro with a common 

euro-denominated safe asset like the dollar has. People would also understand to 

move to a fairer taxation system where everybody will pay accordingly to its 

capacity, avoiding a race to the bottom for corporate taxes and with a fair system 

to tax digital services. Also a common unemployment insurance mechanism for 

stabilization purposes. These are things that would make the project stronger and 

that is why we are very strongly supporting progress by the OECD. We will discuss 

it tomorrow in the G20 meetings with two pillars of minimum effective taxation 

and finding an effective way to tax digital services. Having a global solution is the 

first best and we are contributing very actively to this effort to adjust our tax system 

to the 21st century. I wanted to share this thought with you because many times 

we are talking about indicators and elements that are difficult to explain to normal 

citizens. We really need to explain what is their influence on them, why the EU may 

improve their lives. And why we need to do this together, why having a common 

system: a common deposit scheme, a common unemployment insurance system. 

Why all these common elements are going to make our lives better going forward. 

 

Let me conclude quoting Kristalina Georgieva, the IMF’s Managing Director: There 

is a common theme in the world today: “FRACTURES that are affecting the outlook 

and can have an important impact on the world economy”. 

Fractures which are man-made. Fractures that can be solved. And we need to 

engage and to give coordinated responses, through multilateral channels. All that 

is needed here is political will. We can only face challenges together; this works for 

the world, for Europe and this certainly works for Spain. It is important to stress it 

as we are at a turning point from the political point of view in my country. As you 
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probably know, we are going to have general elections on November 10th. We are 

also confronted with violent demonstrations on the street of some cities in 

Cataluña. Although in this case, the publicity alleged reason is protest against a 

court judgement, the scenes of violence in the street remain me very much to the 

gilets jaunes protest in Paris and other similar actions around the world. There is 

an underlying anger or tension which it is not exclusive to one region of the world, 

one country or one city. That is why I think we do need a government in my country 

with a 4-year perspective, committed to Europe and engaged to address all this 

challenges. I think demonstrations mark the end of a dead-end process. As all 

nationalistic movements do, this process is inspired in very grandiose words like 

“freedom”, “honor” or “independence” but, at the end of the day, has only led to 

pain, confrontation and fractures within the Catalan society, within families, 

between friends and colleagues. And I wanted to share this reflection with you 

because this is a common issue at scales. I have touched upon global challenges, 

European challenges and now, when I look at my country, we are again talking 

about man-made problems. When we get to this kind of situations there are two 

ways to face the challenges: either by contributing to the conflict, adding tensions, 

building on what divide us or on the other hand, bringing down the tension, acting 

calmly and responsibly to put things into perspective, building on what unites us, 

trying to engage constructively with those that have a different point of view on 

the basis of the legal and institutional framework that we have given us at 

multilateral, at European and at national level. The multilateral framework for 

political and economic governance that we built after the Second World War, and 

your country had such an important role to play in building this international 

governance framework, the European integration process, they have worked very 

well, they have served us working for the benefit of all. Likewise, the democratic 

system based on the rule of law that Spain has built for the past 40 years, of which 

we are so proud, has provided us with unprecedented prosperity, peace and 

welfare. I think it is our duty to protect them as basic pillars of building a better 

future for my children, for our children. 

Let me finish with this positive thought. 

Thanks you very much. 
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