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T
he Business Year is making its debut in 
the Spanish economy in 2020, having 
interviewed dozens of the country’s top 

business and political leaders. 
Our research comes at an interesting time. 

Considering the extent of the damage of the 
2007 financial crisis, Spain’s transformation in 
recent years has been hugely impressive and 
has gained significant international attention.

Today, it is the world’s 13th-largest economy 
and the fifth-largest economy in the EU, with 
a GDP worth USD1.4 trillion. Spain is also the 
15th most-attractive country globally for FDI, 
the 13th largest in terms of outward FDI, and 
the 11th-largest exporter of commercial ser-
vices. A recurring theme during the interviews 
carried out for this publication was companies’ 
enthusiasm to become more global in the wake 
of the financial crisis. In particular, the trend 
toward expanding into Latin American markets 
was prominent. Increasing exports and sup-
porting companies, particularly SMEs, to inter-
nationalize has propelled further growth in all 
of Spain’s biggest industries.

This publication focuses on the specific sec-
tors that have been important in this evolution. 
First, the real estate and construction industry 
has made notable progress over recent years, ef-
fectively rising from the ashes, with value-add-
ed construction growth expected to increase 
by approximately 3% in 2018. Second, Spain is 
leading the European transition to a green econ-
omy in line with the central government’s am-
bitious plan to make its electricity sector reliant 
on renewable sources by 2050. This, coupled 
with Spain’s climate, has made it a reference in 
terms of photovoltaic and wind energy sectors. 

Thirdly, Spain’s world-renowned tourist sector 
continues to lead, breaking its own records for 
number of tourist arrivals YoY. There is a con-
scious effort here to diversify tourism and trans-
form Spain into a MICE tourism hub. Lastly, 
and perhaps most importantly, the technology 
sector is consolidating efforts to digitalize the 
economy as a whole, successfully becoming a 
tool for growth across the board.

New players in all the aforementioned sec-
tors are disrupting and reshuffling the frame-
work of business in Spain and breathing new 
life into the economy. Testament to this is the 
sheer number of start-ups being created across 
the nation.

Considering the region’s recent geopolitical 
events, these trends are all the more impres-
sive. The government has had four elections in 
the past four years, the most recent of which, in 
November 2019, once again resulted in a hung 
parliament. Furthermore, the Catalonia region 
continues its efforts to become an independent 
state, with tensions between Madrid and Barce-
lona rising since the region’s October 2017 ref-
erendum. In spite of all this, there is a relative 
consensus in terms of prioritizing sustainability 
efforts, innovation, and technological develop-
ments.

This publication is unique in that it provides 
a holistic and multi-sectoral view of Spanish 
development at a point in its history of much 
political uncertainty, and yet notable efforts to 
become a leader of Industry 4.0 in the Europe-
an bloc. Taken directly from the words of lead-
ers and decision makers, it is a comprehensive 
guide to investment across the diverse and in-
dustrially rich regions of Spain. ✖
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GET UP & GO
pain’s economy is well diversified, with 
tourism, ICT, retail, and industry all 
making up significant portions of GDP. 

Its recovery since the destructive 2007 financial 
crisis has been impressive, and in recent years 
both central and regional government initiatives 
to tackle economic challenges have proven to be 
highly effective.

In this chapter we interviewed a wide variety 
of companies, including organizations such as 
Circulo de Empresarios, Catalonia Trade and In-
vestment, the Association of Internationalized 
Industrialised Companies (AMEC), and Invest in 
Spain (ICEX). Each entity is dedicated to econom-
ic recovery and diversification from its own par-
ticular angle.

An underlying thread that unites these organi-
zations is the urgent need to internationalize and 
digitalize the economy, as well as improve Spain’s 
high unemployment rates, estimated to be at 
14.2% in September 2019 by Eurostat.

It is impossible to discuss internationalization, 
and the Spanish economy as a whole, without 
referring to the SMEs that generate 62.2% of add-
ed value and constitute 72.4% of employment in 
Spain. The need to increase the exports of these 
companies is most pressing in terms of strength-
ening Spain’s reputation as a global economy.

However, Spain’s more recent past points to a 
promising future, with levels of exports rising YoY. 
Marta Blanco, President of the International divi-
sion of the CEOE, told us that the degree of open-

ness of the Spanish economy is 20 points higher 
than what it was in 2009 and nine points more 
than the highest point prior to the 2007 crisis. To 
further improve these figures, all these organiza-
tions work to create networks of partnerships and 
programs in order to continue boosting these lev-
els and make Spain one of the strongest and most 
international economies in the European bloc.

Perhaps the best tool for internationalizing 
today is the digitalization of both the public and 
private sectors. Every single company we spoke 
to highlighted the urgency of this task in terms of 
continuing growth and becoming a reference in 
the revolution that is Industry 4.0

The greatest challenge to achieving this is effec-
tively preparing the population in terms of tech-
nological education in order to fill the roles that a 
new digital economy requires. According to John 
de Zulueta, President of the Círculo de Empresari-
os, the new digital environment is increasingly ro-
botized and focused on big data, IoT, AI, cyberse-
curity, blockchain technology, machine learning, 
and quantum computing. It makes no sense that 
there are currently about 135,000 technological 
jobs that cannot be covered because of the lack of 
professionals with the right preparation for them. 
In order to bridge this gap, further initiatives, 
coupled with collaboration between the private 
sector and universities, is fundamental. Even still, 
over the last six years, Spain has successfully gen-
erated 2.5 million jobs, more than any other coun-
try in the EU. ✖

Economy & Finance01
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How has ICEX evolved over the years, and what have 
been its main achievements?
Since 2012, Invest in Spain has been integrated 
as part of ICEX, which has been a major develop-
ment. The integration was a complex process but 
was also rewarding and beneficial in supporting 
the internationalization of the Spanish economy. 
Now, we have a one-stop shop for the interna-
tionalization of the Spanish economy dedicated 
to assisting Spanish companies in their interna-
tionalization process, as well as attracting FDI. 
A second important development has been the 
way we have been adapting and broadening the 
services we offer to international investors seek-
ing investment opportunities in our country. We 
have also been improving the personalized advice 
we provide investors on a wide array of issues that 
are key to their decision-making process, such as 
sectoral information, so they can get to know who 
the key players are from the supply and demand 
side and where the clusters and niches of oppor-
tunities are. We also provide key information on 
legal and fiscal issues, labor market regulation, 
visas and incentives packages. Basically, what we 
do is assist investors in a way that will help them 
make the right decision, and, once they have 
taken it, we help them land softly. To do this, we 
work closely with the different departments of the 
administrations responsible for each specific is-
sue, as well as with regional and local authorities. 
We also have the help of a network of 103 eco-

BIO 

María Jesús Fernández has 
a degree in economic and 
business sciences from the 
Complutense University 
of Madrid and has been 
a commercial technician 
and state economist since 
1992. She is currently the 
Executive Director of ICEX, 
an organization in which 
she also held the position 
of director of finance and 
investor relations. Previously, 
she was an economic and 
commercial counselor in the 
economic and commercial 
office of the Embassy of Spain 
in Chicago and general director 
of international financing in 
the Ministry of Economy and 
Finance. She has also held 
other positions in institutions 
such as the Bank of Spain, 
where she was chief of the 
international relations division 
and head of European affairs.

nomic and trade commissions that Spain has all 
around the globe. A third important development 
since our integration has been the work we are 
doing with Spanish companies seeking interna-
tional partners to help them grow their business-
es in Spain and access other markets; as a matter 
of fact, more often than not, when looking for an 
international partner, Spanish companies seek 
financing and integration into other companies’ 
value chains in order to help them access other 
markets more quickly. 

Is the legal and fiscal framework for foreign start-ups 
favorable in Spain compared to elsewhere in Europe? 
Indeed, we have key competitive advantages that 
have contributed to making Spain one of the 
most attractive destinations for international in-
vestors. This is evident in terms of how FDI flows 
are entering the country, the way the M&A market 
is performing, and the volumes of investment in 
the private equity and venture capital industry. 
In 2017, Spain received more than EUR38 billion 
in FDI. In 2018, for the first three quarters, we ex-
ceeded this number by more than EUR40 billion. 
Compared to 2017, this represents, in gross terms, 
a 75% increase and more than 150% in net terms. 
Looking at how the M&A market performed in 
2018, we can also see national investor's interest 
in Spain: there was more than EUR116 billion in 
investment, with 80% coming from international 
investors. And, finally, in the private equity and 
venture industry, we had record numbers of more 
than EUR6 billion of investment, 77% of which 
was led by international investors. Investors are 
seeing how strongly the Spanish economy is 
growing, with strong job creation and large com-
petitive gains. Spain closed 2018 with 2.6% GDP 
growth rate, the fastest-growing economy among 
the largest economies in the eurozone. Going 
forward with a 2.2% GDP growth rate, we are set 
to be, again in 2019, the second-fastest growing 
economy among the world’s most advanced. ✖

Over

EUR118
billion in investment in 
M&A market in 2018, 
with 80% coming from 
international investors

a soft LANDING 
María Jesús Fernández 
E X E C U T I V E  D I R E C T O R ,
I N V E S T  I N  S PA I N  ( I C E X )

ICEX does far more than let investors 
know who the key players are on the 
supply and demand side; it also helps 
them get over logistical hurdles in 
addition to identifying the most important 
clusters and opportunities.

“Now we have a one-stop shop 
for the internationalization 
of the Spanish economy 
dedicated to assisting 
Spanish companies in their 
internationalization process.”
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homefield ADVANTAGE 
Marta Blanco 
P R E S I D E N T  O F  C E O E  I N T E R N AT I O N A L , 
S PA N I S H  C O N F E D E R AT I O N  O F 
E M P L O Y E R S  A N D  I N D U S T R I E S  ( C E O E )

CEOE established its international division at the end 
of 2018. How would you evaluate its first year of oper-
ations?
Our president, Antonio Garamendi, has been clear 
since the beginning of his mandate that he wanted 
to strengthen the international arm of the CEOE. 
The degree of openness of the Spanish economy, 
representing more than 66% of GDP, is 20 points 
higher than what it was in 2009 and nine points 
more than the highest point prior to the 2007 cri-
sis. It is more international and open than Italy, 
the UK, or France. The number of companies that 
export on a regular basis has been expanding year 
after year, and Spain is one of the main recipients 
of FDI. However, the climate in which internation-
al economic and trade relations takes place has 
worsened. In the EU, developments such as Brexit 
generate great uncertainty, and within the nation-
al context, imports outweigh exports. Given these 
circumstances, CEOE International advocates in-
tensifying efforts to identify new opportunities for 
Spanish companies abroad and correct existing 
barriers. After a year of operation, we can say that 
the activity of CEOE International has increased 
on the back of its proactive agenda that defends 
the interests of Spanish companies.

Digitalization is a topic much discussed in every sector 
as it has become an inevitability. What is CEOE interna-
tional doing to help companies in this process?
CEOE has developed a roadmap to improve 
Spain’s position in the international digital con-
text, specifically within the framework of the Eu-
ropean Digitalization Strategy, the 2025 Digital 
Plan. This incorporates more than 280 concrete 
proposals based on three crucial areas: educa-
tion, entrepreneurship, and innovation. Given its 
cross-cutting nature, which encompasses all sec-
tors and actors including civil society, business, 
and public administration, the plan entails a series 
of challenges, chief among which is increasing the 
digitalization of Spanish society by 10%. In turn, 

BIO 

Marta Blanco belongs to the 
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Technicians and State 
Economists. She has a degree 
in business studies from the 
Autonomous University of 
Madrid and one in political 
science from the Complutense 
University as well as an MBA 
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director of the Cabinet of the 
Secretary of State for Trade 
(2011-2013), deputy general 
director of commercial policy 
of the European Union (2006-
2009), director of consumer 
goods division of ICEX 
(2005-2006), representative 
of Spain at the Inter-American 
Development Bank (IDB) 
(2002-2005), and deputy 
general director of external 
debt and project evaluation and 
head of the Spanish delegation 
at the Paris Club (1999-2002).

It takes both a macro and micro 
approach to defend the varied interests 
of Spanish companies.

this could increase Spain’s GDP by 3.2% by 2025 
as well as raise the employment rate by 1.3%. The 
plan also aims to create 250,000 additional jobs, 
further develop the enterprise ecosystem, and 
double the number of start-ups by 2025.

Spanish companies are increasingly present in the re-
gion, particularly in the construction sector. What impor-
tance does the Middle East have for Spanish companies 
looking to expand globally?
The Middle East plays an important role in the in-
ternationalization of Spanish companies since it 
is a highly diverse market with great potential for 
growth. Large-scale projects are currently being 
developed there in priority sectors such as infra-
structure, engineering, energy, transport, and the 
environment. Good examples include the largest 
solar park in the world in the UAE and large tour-
ist complexes and infrastructure projects in Saudi 
Arabia. The participation of Spanish companies 
in these projects is a great business opportunity 
that can also help consolidate Spain’s position as 
a global leader. In addition, given the geostrategic 
position of the Middle East, it represents a good 
entry platform for both Asian and African markets 
that will encourage the expansion of Spanish com-
panies even further.

Spain has some of the highest unemployment rates in the 
EU, estimated at 13.9% in February 2019. What does the 
CEOE propose to tackle this problem?
This figure of unemployment represents, without 
a doubt, our biggest concern; however, we should 
not overlook the important progress made in cre-
ating jobs. Over the last six years, we have gener-
ated 2.5 million jobs, more than any other country 
in the EU. The number of unemployed people has 
fallen from 6.28 million to 3.35 million, and the 
unemployment rate has declined from 26.9% to 
14.7%. This is testament to the strong recovery of 
the Spanish economy, which is in its sixth year of 
economic expansion. ✖

Targeting economic 
growth of

2.1%
and 1.8% in 2019 
and 2020, respectively

2.5
million jobs generated 
in Spain in 2018
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Júlia  Company 
E X E C U T I V E  D I R E C T O R , 
I N S T I T U T O  VA L E N C I A N O  
D E  C O M P E T I T I V I D A D  
E M P R E S A R I A L  ( I VA C E )

What are the main activities of IVACE?

JÚLIA COMPANY IVACE is a public insti-
tution that was established after merging 
several entities in 2014. The four entities 
that merged were AVEN, the Valencian 
energy agency; IMPIVA, which focused on 
innovation; SEPIVA, the agency manag-
ing Valencian industrial parks; and IVEX, 
which managed international relations. 
As a result, IVACE has four main areas. In 
industrial parks, we seek to manage as-
sets and develop new ones; in innovation, 
we discuss incentives that we award and 
offer to businesses based in the Valencia 
region; and in energy, we focus mainly 
on boosting renewable energy projects 
and diversifying the energy mix. We are 
also the regional agency of FDI, helping 
companies to start their business in the 
region.  

What incentives do you offer in R&D?

JC Most of the companies in Valencia are 
SMEs, so most do not have an R&D de-
partment. Therefore, we assist them in 
this area. When we started, we realized 
that the level of digitalization of Valen-
cian companies was extremely low, so we 
developed an Industry 4.0 agenda to help 
businesses advance in their process of 
digitalization. We awarded several grants 
depending on every company’s digitali-
zation level. In addition, we have advisors 
that can partner with the companies to 
bring their digitalization processes for-
ward. We also awarded grants to clusters 
and associations to promote innovation 
across businesses. In addition, we offer 
certain benefits to private firms or institu-
tions that want to invest in R&D. 

What opportunities do you offer to international 
investors?

MARÍA DOLORES PARRA We prepare a per-
sonalized value proposal for each project, 
including all the necessary data for deci-
sion making. We also organize a meeting 
with all the stakeholders involved in the 
project.

How do your foreign missions support local 
companies?

growth ENABLER
IVACE is tasked with helping companies speed up their digital 
transformation processes, diversifying the regional energy mix, and 
attracting FDI to the Valencia region.

MDP We have two types of missions. 
One is a study mission in which only 
technicians from IVACE or a few busi-
nesspeople visit a country to better un-
derstand where it is headed. Such mis-
sions seek to understand the ecosystem 
of the country. Secondly, we have direct 
commercial missions through which we 
organize meetings with potential cli-
ents. We recently traveled to China for a 
study mission and are organizing a visit 
to Colombia and Chile as part of a direct 
commercial mission. We have an agen-
da of 90 activities per year. 10 Valencian 
businesses recently returned from Dubai 
after holding several meetings with lo-
cal companies. We are in 26 countries, 
though we offer our services in 35 mar-
kets. For example, our Russia office cov-
ers Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan. We have 
also started a bidding process in Dubai 
to find a company that will provide us 
with networking, translating, and other 
services for two years.

What incentives do you offer to companies in 
the energy sector?

JC We focus on energy efficiency. To 
serve energy efficiency projects, we 
have a EUR3-million budget in benefits 
that will be increased to EUR30 million 
through IDAE. We use this to fund all the 
processes that can improve energy effi-
ciency of companies. For example, the 
textile and tile industries are extremely 
energy intensive, so we support busi-
ness in these sectors to become more 
efficient. The cost of energy in Valencia 
is the second highest in Spain, so every-
thing that can be done in that area is a 
huge step. We also launched a credit line 
of up to USD300,000 at 0% interest rate 
to help companies develop self-supply 
energy initiatives.

What have been your greatest achievements, 
and what are your goals for the year ahead?

JC The economic data of the Valencian 
autonomous community has improved 
during the current administration. We 
have made great progress in terms of 
FDI, innovation, and renewable ener-
gies. ✖

María Dolores Parra 
G E N E R A L  D I R E C T O R  O F  
I N T E R N AT I O N A L I Z AT I O N ,  
I N S T I T U T O  VA L E N C I A N O  
D E  C O M P E T I T I V I D A D  
E M P R E S A R I A L  ( I VA C E )
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Minimum wage earners in Spain made 22% more in 2019,
but some are worried about the knock-on effects.

ENOUGH TO LIVE ON?

ON DECEMBER 21, 2018, Spain’s Council of Min-
isters approved one of the largest increases in 
minimum wage ever seen in modern Europe, 
and the increase came into effect in the begin-
ning of 2019 through a royal decree.

Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez’s socialist gov-
ernment decided to raise the minimum salaries 
from just under EUR750 per month to EUR900, 
and Sanchez personally defended the decision 
by pointing out “A rich country can’t have poor 
workers.” 

The whopping 22% wage rise is regarded by 
some critics as an economic gamble with a whole 
host of possible knock-on effects. This has led to 
a debate among various stakeholders including 
the employers, industrialists, and unions across 
Spain.

Although the jump in minimum wage will di-
rectly impact only 1.2 million citizens who form 
around 8% of the country’s workforce, the rami-
fications of the increase will influence the entire 
Spanish economy, which is decidedly not at the 
height of its strength at present.

According to the supporters of the decision, 

well over half of the employees directly influ-
enced by the wage rise are women, who are—re-
grettably—overrepresented in minimum wage 
jobs. Therefore, the jump will be a move to com-
bat the controversial gap between the salaries of 
men and women.

The socialist government attracted the sup-
port of the left-leaning Podemos Party before 
putting the plan into practice to facilitate the 
passing of its 2019 budget plan in the parliament. 
With 69 seats in Spain’s 350-seat parliament, Po-
demos is a vocal critic of austerity measures and 
a supporter of higher wages.

Over the decade since the financial crisis of 
2007-2008, the eurozone has seen gradually ris-
ing salaries across the bloc, but Spain has been 
lagging behind in terms of minimum wage.

Minimum salaries in Spain are significantly 
lower than in fellow EU members such as France, 
Germany, the Netherlands, and Ireland, where 
minimum wage falls in the range of EUR1,464 to 
EUR1,999.

Not all Spaniards, however, are happy with 
the increase in minimum wage. The opposition, 
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mainly led by the conservative Popular Party, 
has warned that the increase will set off a chain 
of events that can potentially bring the Spanish 
economy to its knees. Such critics argue that a 
22% jump in the wages of minimum earners will 
be followed by an inevitable similar increase in 
the salaries across the board, which will be a 
shock to the nation’s economy.

What is more, higher minimum wages can en-
courage employers to lay off employees, accord-
ing to critics of the plan, which can push Spain’s 
relatively high unemployment rate even higher. 
In February 2019, the unemployment rate in 
Spain was 13.9% compared to under 4% in the 
UK and Germany and under 9% in France and 
Portugal.

While dismissing such dark scenarios, the gov-
ernment argues that the increase will give the 
people more spending power, which will, in turn, 
bolster economic growth. Despite the govern-
ment’s position, however, it is not hard to imag-

ine negative repercussions in the labor market, 
especially given the types of contacts customary 
in Spain.

According to the European Commission’s Eu-
rostat, workers in Spain are forced to settle for 
part-time contracts more than most countries in 
the EU. Meanwhile, over 25% of employees have 
temporary contracts, which do not give them 
much in the way of job security. Both sides of 
the debate may be making valid points, but the 
fact remains that the 22% increase in minimum 
salaries is a gamble for the Spanish economy, 
because such a significant wage rise is unprece-
dented in Spain and the eurozone, and its poten-
tial consequences are as yet unknown.

By mid-2019, Spain’s economic growth has 
slightly slowed down while the unemployment 
rate has marginally gone up to 14.7%, though 
it is too early to point the finger of blame at the 
government and pronounce the wage rise as the 
cause. ✖
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Jorge Barrero 
D I R E C T O R  O F  
C O T E C  S PA I N ,  
C O T E C  F O U N D AT I O N

Joan Tristany 
G E N E R A L  M A N A G E R , 
A S S O C I AT I O N  O F 
I N T E R N AT I O N A L I Z E D 
I N D U S T R I A L 
C O M PA N I E S  ( A M E C )

Antonio Bonet 
P R E S I D E N T,
S PA N I S H  E X P O R T E R S 
A N D  I N V E S T O R S  C L U B

John de Zulueta 
D I R E C T O R ,
C Í R C U L O  D E 
E M P R E S A R I O S

COTEC WAS FOUNDED ALMOST 
30 YEARS AGO as a think tank 
to better understand and pro-
mote innovation in Spain, but 
four years ago we decided to 
rethink our strategy and struc-
ture. The new Cotec has three 
fundamental pillars to rebuild 
the model. The first is a wider 
comprehension of innovation 
itself. In the beginning, we 
approached innovation as a 
technological and industrial 
phenomenon, though we now 
understand innovation as any 
change based on knowledge 
that adds value. We are now 
studying, promoting, and fos-
tering innovation in the pub-
lic administration and better 
understanding developments 
in the digital society. Extreme-
ly young entrepreneurs are 
changing the world, not only 
without a PhD, but sometimes 
without a degree; innovation 
today is wider, richer, and 
more interesting. The third pil-
lar is to change our role from 
being a think tank to focusing 
on the application of ground-
breaking knowledge, in terms 
of its political, economic, and 
social impact. 

AMEC CELEBRATES 50 YEARS IN 
2019. Months before its foun-
dation, a group of Catalan and 
Spanish businesspeople met 
in Bogotá and decided to cre-
ate an organization that would 
help them become more glob-
al and open up to foreign mar-
kets. At the time, Spain lived 
under an autarky, and these 
entrepreneurs knew that if 
they didn’t go abroad, their 
companies, mostly machinery 
and technology manufactur-
ers, were bound to fail. AMEC 
is designed, created, and man-
aged by entrepreneurs. Some 
of the original companies are 
still part of the group, though 
others have closed down. At 
present, AMEC represents 
350 companies. AMEC has 
three objectives. The first is 
the globalization of industri-
al companies, which requires 
competitiveness, quality, stan-
dardization, innovation, and 
financing. Second, we provide 
certain services and organize 
activities to help companies 
introduce themselves in for-
eign markets. Third, we also 
foster networking.

THE MAIN DRIVER FOR THE CRE-
ATION of this organization was 
to promote and defend the in-
terests of Spanish companies 
doing business abroad. We are 
the only organization whose 
exclusive objective is to pro-
mote international business 
for Spanish companies. Two 
years ago, we made a strate-
gic plan to see how we could 
evolve as an organization, and 
one of the outcomes was that 
our members wanted the club 
to stay as it was: a multi-sec-
toral organization not focused 
exclusively on international 
business, but also a club full 
of networks and contacts that 
were more easily accessible. 
Historically, the main focus 
of Spanish investors has been 
Latin America. It has changed, 
however, and companies have 
started investing in North 
America, Europe, Asia, and 
Africa. A year and a half ago, 
we created a work group ex-
clusively dedicated to Africa. 
We are geographically close 
to Africa, so it made sense to 
encourage companies and in-
form them about business op-
portunities in Africa.

ONE OF THE GREAT PROBLEMS 
FACING the Spanish economy 
is the small size of its compa-
nies. The majority are small 
companies or micro-enterpris-
es that are difficult to finance, 
internationalize, and invest 
in terms of research, devel-
opment, and innovation. In 
addition, the retention of tal-
ent and the growth of employ-
ment is also a challenge. In this 
sense, Círculo has spent years 
demanding that the public 
administration eliminate the 
fiscal, labor, and bureaucratic 
barriers that hinder growth. It 
also encourages them to lose 
the fear of growing in terms of 
contribution and generation 
of value and employment. Cír-
culo has participated in Cre-
100do since its inception. This 
is an initiative shared with the 
Bankinter Innovation Foun-
dation and ICEX to help me-
dium-sized companies grow 
bigger. After five years, Cre-
100do has been incorporated 
into 100 companies. We will 
continue to insist on the need 
to address the necessary struc-
tural reforms to improve the 
country’s competitiveness and 
increase quality employment.

ASSOCIATIONS 
Spain’s leading business organizations are not merely first-rate networking councils,  
but drivers of innovation and openers of doors across Asia, the Middle East, and Africa. 
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F O U N D I N G  PA R T N E R ,
P O R T O B E L L O  C A P I TA L

WE STARTED INVESTING IN MEXICO in land 
development, focusing on privatizing 
prime oceanfront land and making it 
available for tourism. BK was one of the 
first funds for international investors 
who wanted to invest in land develop-
ment in Mexico. Then, we moved from 
land development to building hotels 
and acquiring existing ones. In 2013, 
we acquired the Four Seasons Hotel in 
Mexico City with the idea of reposition-
ing and improving it, which has been a 
very successful investment. Sales and 
results have increased significantly, and 
that marked the start of one of our larg-
est companies to date, RLH Properties, 
which held an IPO in 2015 and has a mar-
ket cap of USD850 million. RLH acquired 
various assets from Spanish groups, in-
cluding OHL, as well as all the four hotels 
in Mayakoba. We then decided to grow 
internationally, and our hotel partners 
were interested in Spain. We looked at 
a variety of hotels to acquire, and in De-
cember 2018 decided to acquire the Villa 
Magna Hotel. Spain is a powerhouse in 
terms of tourism and is in the process 
of becoming much more attractive for 
international hotel and luxury brands. 
Parallel to this, we started a renewable 
energy business called Balam in Mexico, 
where we closed one of the largest wind 
parks in Oaxaca. Part of the team comes 
from Spain because of their knowledge 
and know-how in renewable ener-
gies. BK Partners was founded and has 
grown alongside partners Allen Sangines 
Krause and Borja Escalada Jimenez. 

INVEREADY ASSET MANAGEMENT WAS 
FOUNDED with the clear conviction that 
there was better way to finance, and thus 
invest in, technology companies that 
would yield better results for both inves-
tor and entrepreneur. To do this, one re-
quired an understanding of the different 
financing options open to a company and 
the price of that financing instrument. We 
had to focus on deep tech companies that 
could be eligible for substantial support 
from R&D grant programs, as this enabled 
us to cover financing needs with a mix of 
instruments with a differentiated cost of 
capital. We had to move away from plain 
vanilla equity and debt instruments and 
offer different alternatives to different 
types of limited partners with different 
sectoral and financing instrument alterna-
tives. The result of this vision, 10 years on, 
is three verticals: venture capital funds that 
invest in IT B2B companies; venture capi-
tal funds that invest in drug discovery life 
sciences companies; and hybrid instru-
ments that encompass both venture debt 
and convertible bond funds. Combined, 
we have invested in more than 125 tech-
nology-based companies with ambitious 
business plans led by highly talented teams 
that have created more than 2,000 qual-
ified employments. The consequence of 
this strategy, and also our biggest achieve-
ment, is the yielded results for our LP base, 
which has enabled us to generate returns 
in the top decile in Europe according to 
PREQIN. More importantly, we are now in 
our eighth fund, which is clear proof of the 
renewed confidence of our investor base.

PORTOBELLO WAS OFFICIALLY FOUNDED 
IN 2010, but the team behind it had been 
working together on private equity in-
vestments for nearly 20 years. We were 
one of the pioneers of private equity in 
Spain. We have been operating since 
1989 and at present are one of the lead-
ing firms in private equity in Spain. We 
have EUR1.3 billion of assets under man-
agement. Our latest fund, Portobello IV, 
is the largest in Spain at EUR600 million. 
It focuses on buying out Spanish compa-
nies, though up to 20% of the companies 
it buys can be European. Normally, we 
target the upper part of the middle mar-
ket. This means companies with EBIT-
DA between EUR10-50 million. We like 
family-owned and well-known compa-
nies across Spain. We try to partner with 
members of the families that own the 
companies, and then work to make them 
grow faster and develop in larger mar-
kets. Spain is a fragmented market with 
a number of tiny companies working in 
the same sectors. If we select the right 
platform, we are able to buy and help 
build these companies and the sectors 
alongside them. We focus a great deal on 
professionalization as well, and once we 
develop this, we are always interested in 
growing our international presence. We 
have 13 companies in different sectors. 
We have a lot of food companies, though 
we also like industry, healthcare, and 
tourism and leisure, which is a large in-
dustry in Spain. 

INVESTORS
Seed funding is far from enough to ensure support for the era’s greatest companies;  
from time to time, a little hands-on direction is just what shareholders ordered. 

F O R U M
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SPAIN’S BANKING SECTOR HAS BEEN BLOODIED 
by its own crisis that ignited as the housing bub-
ble went “pop.” By August 2012, non-performing 
loans (NPLs) in the corporate and household com-
ponents had respectively scaled historic highs of 
16.8% and 3.8%. Yet, the sector has since emerged 
with consequent consolidation, and stronger play-
ers today recognize both the digital route to new 
customers wary of traditional bricks-and-mortar 
banking and client loyalty among the less wary.

EUROPE SETS THE PACE
Fintech relies on the tenets of open banking, itself 
reliant on application programming interfaces 
(APIs), the software behind apps that connect to 
the technology of third parties. In the European 
arena, open banking has been boosted by second 
Payment Services Directive (PSD2). The European 
directive was introduced to galvanize a competitive 
market for banking, credit cards, and payments. It 
is telling that European fintech investment, still on 
the ascendancy, stood at an estimated USD4.7 bil-
lion in 2017.

SPANISH ZEROS AND WOWS
As of 1Q2019, the Spanish fintech ecosystem ac-
counted for 5,000 direct jobs, estimated to have 
doubled by 2020. And the Spanish Association of 
Fintech and Insurtech (AEFI) is keen to sustain the 
momentum with, "…up to 12 verticals to segment 
companies according to their activity: crowdfund-
ing, currencies, cryptocurrencies and blockchain, 
aggregators…" PSD2 debuted in September 2019, 
by which time all European banks are to have au-
thorized, and regulated, third-party access to cus-
tomer data.

A study by fintech accelerator Finnovista reveals 
that in the 15 months to March 2018 close to 120 
fintech start-ups had been launched in Spain, nota-
bly in…"insurance, crowdfunding, financial man-
agement, wealth management, corporate lending, 
and payments." As early as 2017, the ecosystem had 
already numbered 294 start-ups, as Spanish firms 
generated north of USD120 million of investment 
for the year in 19 deals; tenfold the 2016 print. And 

as of January 2019, fintechs numbered 336, in stark 
contrast to 50 enterprises just four years earlier. 
As of February 2019, there were 185 start-ups in 
the insurtech arena. For that year, too, the EY Fin-
Tech Adoption Index 2017 positioned Spain sixth 
among 20 fintech markets. The data indicated that 
37% of Spain’s internet users had benefited from 
enhanced financial services at least once, be it for 
managing finances, online purchases, or executing 
mobile transfers. Digital payment has ever been a 
stalwart of the fintech universe, with Spain being no 
exception. User numbers topped 27 million in 2018, 
up from 23 million three years prior, and sector re-
search forecasts the number at around 30 million in 
2021. It seems that just over 50% of Spain’s fintech 
start-ups pursue the B2B model while around 48% 
directly tap the end user. Among B2B and B2C com-
panies combined, close to 80% provide paid-for 
solutions, while around 20% cater to digital needs 
free of change with a mere 3% operating a so-called 
freemium, or mixed, model. 

REGARDLESS OF SCALE…
By 2018, Spain had around fintechs in operation, 
having taken note from the Asian phenomenon; 
sector data reveals the sole European fintech entity 
within the top 10 in 2018 as German Kreditech. To 
the field must also be added the so-called bigtechs, 
now eager to fish the same waters. They even have 
their own acronym—GAFA—how could they not? 
It stands for Google, Apple, Facebook, and Ama-
zon, all particularly interested in payment systems. 
So how are the Spaniards doing? Well, local giant 
Santander has its own tech wing, Santander Global 
Tech, primed to take on both bigtech and fintech 
alike. Santander is already recognized as a 24/7 
digital financial force that enjoys the all-important 
customer confidence in its ability to mitigate the 
equally 24/7 reality of cybercrime.

…PLAY NICELY
On February 22, 2019 Spain’s Council of Ministers 
approved the draft bill related to the digital trans-
formation of the financial system, wherein the le-
gal environment of digital financial services is to 
be governed, allowing the consumer to sleep easy 
at night. A proposed regulatory sandbox is a cute 
metaphor for checks and balances on the rampant 
imagination behind current digital innovation.

Fintech in Spain, with the consumer now 
wrapped in a security blanket, can but continue to 
address the unfolding financial universe of tomor-
row. ✖

GRAB THE TECH
BY THE HORNS
FINTECH DISRUPTION OF THE SPANISH 
FINANCIAL SERVICES INDUSTRY IS 
AS INEVITABLE AS A CREDIT CARD 
STATEMENT.  

F O C U S 
Restructuring the tradit ional  banking sector
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What are CESCE’s main activities, and how have these 
changed over the years?
CESCE was founded by law in July 1970 and be-
gan operating in 1971. The main objective of the 
company remains the same, which is to cover the 
risks of Spanish companies exporting or invest-
ing overseas. However, CESCE has become big-
ger and more complex over the years. Originally, 
we only subscribed insurance policies on behalf 
of the state. We later started to work as a private 
insurer covering domestic and export credit risk 
and, in this private part of our business, compete 
like any other company. As part of this business, 
we acquired INFORMA, the leading commercial 
information company in Spain, Portugal, and Co-
lombia, integrating it into the CESCE Group and 
the Dun & Bradstreet network. We also expand-
ed our geographical presence throughout Latin 
America, where we now have seven subsidiaries. 
We also opened subsidiaries in France and Por-
tugal. Additionally, CESCE has been working on a 
digital transformation plan to optimize its oper-
ational model by achieving a high level of auto-
mation through the use of advanced analytics, a 
method through which we have automated more 
than 95% of our credit risk decisions and 80% of 
the claims decisions. We have also developed new 
digital products and services based on a flexible 
subscription model. Finally, we are working on 
creating a more digital culture that is agile, lean, 
and innovative by developing an open innovation 
ecosystem in collaboration with start-ups and 
high-tech companies.

Who are your public and private clients?
CESCE operates through two accounts: the state 
account and the private account. CESCE is the 
Spanish export credit agency, whose credit insur-
ance activity we manage. CESCE is well known in 
the market for being the insurer of large Spanish 
engineering projects abroad, such as the Panama 
Canal, the AVE high-speed train, which links Me-

BIO 

After receiving his bachelor’s 
in economics and business 
administration, Fernando 
Salazar qualified as a 
commercial state technician 
and became a counselor at the 
Official Credit Institute (ICO). 
He also worked at the Inter-
American Development Bank 
(IDB), was vice president of the 
Foreign Trade Institute, and 
was a commercial counselor in 
China and Brazil. He has been 
a director of CESCE in two 
stages: from 2004-2007 and 
again since 2016. In 2018, he 
became its president.

Insuring small Spanish SMEs whose 
focus is on exports is one of the 
best ways to support the country’s 
burgeoning export market. 

dina to Mecca, and other major projects. Those 
who use CESCE the most in terms of risk volume 
are large global Spanish companies, especially in 
the industrial and construction sector. But keep 
in mind that we subscribe 1,800 policies per year 
on behalf of the state, 1,700 of which correspond 
to small operations. Our main clients with regards 
to the number of operations are Spanish export-
ing SMEs, for which we insure tens of thousands 
of euros in short-term credits. Within the private 
sector, we insure the payment of commercial 
credits for Spanish businesses that are mainly 
SMEs: 57% of these commercial credits are for 
debtors located in Spain, and 43% are located 
overseas. Our private insurance business is highly 
competitive: for this business we cover up to 95% 
of the commercial credit, the highest rate in the 
sector, and we normally indemnify in 60 days, the 
fastest in the sector. 

Against what risks do you protect SMEs, and what is 
your advice to those seeking to export?
CESCE is not a general insurer; it only insures the 
commercial credit risk for non-payment of in-
voices, which we do for both the state and private 
businesses. In the case of the state’s account, we 
insure political and extraordinary risks, insuring 
non-payment due to acts of nature such as earth-
quakes and floods, but also catastrophic risks 
such as revolution and war, mainly in emerging 
markets. Our main recommendation for SMEs is 
that they need to correctly manage their commer-
cial risk, be it by utilizing their own professionals 
or by transferring this risk to a specialist such as a 
credit insurance company like CESCE. For us our 
competitors are not the other credit insurance 
companies in the market, but the use of self-in-
surance. Only 30-35% of commercial invoices are 
insured. The rest is not, which is not advisable 
unless companies have the necessary resources. 
Therefore, our recommendation is to transfer the 
risk to a specialized company. ✖

divvying up THE RIGHT SHARES

In Spain only 30-

35%
of commercial invoices 
are insured

95%
of insurance 
subscription and 80% 
of compensations 
processed through fully 
automated systems
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