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On 27 October 2017, the Catalan Parliament adopted Catalonia’s declaration 
of independence. Following some weeks of a political standoff between Barce-
lona and the national government, Madrid’s first reaction was to pass “Article 
155”. This refers to an article in the Spanish Constitution that allows Madrid 
to “take the measures necessary in order to compel the [autonomous commu-
nity] forcibly to meet said obligations, or in order to protect the (...) general 
interests” (Spanish Constitution, 1978). This intervention entailed the arrival 
of a number of government officials, dubbed “men in black” by some Catalan 
press.1

When the men in black entered Catalonia’s Ministry of Foreign Action2 in the 
heart of the Gothic Quarter in Barcelona, the first thing they did was to ask 
for a list of all the “embassies” staff; the delegations Catalonia had opened in 
a number of countries since the late 2000s. Most Spanish media had consist-
ently portrayed these “embassies” as black holes of embezzlement.3

Officials at the Ministry of Foreign Action printed out a sheet of paper with 
about twenty people and handed it to them. The emissaries from Madrid 
glanced at it and said, “No, not from an embassy. We want a list of all the em-
bassies!” Then they were told that this was the list of all the workers of all em-
bassies, not just one. After a quick moment of doubt, the men in black replied 
back, “Ah! And the chauffeurs? Where are the chauffeurs?”4

There were no drivers, the delegates traveled in their own car, by public trans-
port, or by bicycle. And on occasions, as I had the opportunity to witness, 
some officials even paid some expenses from their own pocket. 

Catalonia is a rare case within Europe, as it fulfills most characteristics in 
scholarly literature to be considered a nation.5 Yet, it remains unrecognized as 
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such in legal terms, as the Spanish Constitutional court ruled in 2010 that even 
though the regional parliament had called Catalonia a “nation”, such proclaim 
lacked any “legal effectiveness” (Tribunal Constitucional, 2010). This lack of 
recognition sets Catalonia apart from Scotland, which is indeed recognized 
as a nation and has legal assurance that the UK Parliament will not normally 
legislate with regard to devolved matters in Scotland without the consent of 
the Scottish Parliament.6 It even sets Catalonia apart from the Basques within 
Spain, as the Spanish Constitution recognizes the “historic rights” of the foral 
territories of the Basque Country and Navarre.7

Catalonia’s foreign action: activities, structures and budget 
before 2017

San Eugenio, Ginesta and Xifra (2017) argue that “Catalonia is faced with the 
challenge of persuading international public opinion that it should become a 
state in its own right.” Since as early as 1982, in order to try to convince the 
world, the Catalan government set out to construct a para-diplomatic appa-
ratus via a public-private consortium called Patronat Català Pro Europa, thus 
planting the seed of what would in 2004 become the delegation of the govern-
ment in Brussels (Criekemans, 2010).

In the decade that led to the referendum of 2017, the Parliament of Catalonia 
passed a Law of Foreign Action and Relations with the European Union in 
2014. Eventually, this bill was also ruled as unconstitutional by the Spanish 
Constitutional Court in 2016. The judges adopted a very strict definition of 
public diplomacy as “a set of activities with external impact, (…) whose tar-
gets can be States and international organizations as subjects of international 
law” (Tribunal Constitucional, 2016).

Yet, despite all legal challenges the Catalan government kept its international 
plan in motion. In short, the most relevant branches of Catalonia’s “diplo-
macy” until 2017 could be summarized as follows (Gyimesi, 2017):

Hard diplomacy: The aforementioned Ministry of Foreign Affairs and its for-
eign delegations, which were granted a 35.5 million euro budget in 2017.8

Public diplomacy: The Catalan Institute of Public Diplomacy (Diplocat). 

Cultural diplomacy: The Ramon Llull Institute (IRL).

Out of those, the Diplocat would become the most well-known para-diplo-
matic structure. It was established in 2012 with the declared aim of “promot-
ing initiatives to allow direct knowledge of Catalonia in the international en-
vironment.”9 It quickly became a powerful tool to influence foreign public 
opinion in relation to Catalonia’s will of self-determination. Torras-Vila and 
Ferández-Tapia (2018) demonstrated that international correspondents who 
had established prior contact with Diplocat came to have a positive percep-
tion of Catalonia. This consortium was granted a 2.5-million-euro budget in 
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2017,10 2.1 of which was included in the aforementioned budget of the Minis-
try of Foreign Affairs.

As Foraster (2020) describes it, the stated purpose of Catalan diplomacy was 
to cultivate trust, which is “what distinguishes public diplomacy from its more 
sinister cousin, propaganda”.11 Prior to its closure in 2017, Diplocat organ-
ized academic events to discuss both internationally relevant topics within 
Catalonia with international guests and the Catalan independence process 
in universities around the world. Examples of these events include debates in 
Lisbon, Utrecht, Oslo, Cambridge, Princeton, Sciences Po Paris, Stockholm 
and Tokyo (Gyimesi, 2017).

Diplocat also organized public events in Catalonia itself. For example, Diplo-
cat invited economist Jeremy Rifkin to talk about how Catalonia could imple-
ment the third industrial revolution12, and also co-hosted with the Barcelona 
City Hall an international forum about reception and integration of refugees 
in the European Union. The forum sparked controversy because the Spanish 
government was not invited due to the ruling party PP’s hard stance on migra-
tion and refugees in particular.13

Besides these very public activities, Diplocat also contacted MPs from se-
lected countries to invite them over to Catalonia for a few days in order to 
introduce them to business, cultural, civic and political leaders. Occasionally, 
I was called to attend lunch or dinner as part of the program. In those meals, 
a group of three or four foreign MPs would be introduced to a group of aca-
demic and/or civic leaders, typically half of them being sympathetic to inde-
pendence and the other half against.14

The Ramon Llull Institute, a changing partnership

The IRL is particular in this context as it was established as a partnership 
between the governments of Catalonia and the Balearic Islands in order to 
project the cultural heritage and production of these two territories who share 
Catalan as a common language (Villatoro, 2012). In 2017, this bi-governmen-
tal consortium was granted a budget of 8.3 million euros15 (of which 40.000 
euros came from the Catalan Ministry of Foreign Affairs budget).

The biggest success in the IRL’s history has undoubtedly been to participate in 
the 2007 Frankfurt Book Fair as the “guest culture” of the year, which – under 
the slogan “Catalan culture, singular and universal” – marked an exponential 
rise in translations of Catalan writers and authors (Villatoro, 2012).16

Even before 2017 though, the IRL did not escape political controversy (see ta-
ble 1). The Institute was founded in 2002 as a partnership between the Catalan 
and Balearic governments when the governing parties were the centre-right 
Catalan nationalist Convergència i Unió (CiU) in Catalonia and a centre-left 
coalition that included the Spanish Socialist Party (PSOE) and left-wing na-
tionalists Socialist Party of Mallorca (PSM) in the Balearic Islands. However, 
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elections in 2003 changed both governments. As a result, a center-left coali-
tion of the Spanish Socialists PSOE, pro-independence Republican Left ERC 
and left-green party ICV obtained power in Catalonia and center-right Span-
ish People’s Party (PP) did so in the Balearic Islands. The new PP government 
took an issue with the IRL as part of its policy of detaching the islands from 
Catalan influence and in 2004 quit the institute altogether.17

Table 1: The institutional configuration of the Ramon Llull Institute and the Ramon Llull 
Foundation, 2002-21
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Source: Author. From October 27 2017 until June 2 2018 the intervention in the Government 
of Catalonia by the Spanish Government via article 155 of the Spanish Constitution was in 
effect.

In the 2007 regional election, the Spanish People’s Party lost its absolute ma-
jority in the Balearic Parliament and a new coalition government took power, 
including the Spanish Socialists, PSOE, and a number of smaller nationalist 
parties (Bloc per Mallorca, Unió Mallorquina, Eivissa pel Canvi, and PSM-
VERDS). This new government soon rejoined the IRL consortium as part of 
its new cultural diplomacy approach of strengthening ties with Catalonia.18 
This would not be the last shake-up of the IRL consortium though.

When the Spanish People’s Party won an absolute majority again in the 
Balearic Parliament in 2011, one of the central points of new president José 
Ramón Bauzá was to get rid of the Catalan language “imposition”19 so it is 
only natural that the Balearic Government left the IRL soon after, citing the 
Catalan pro-independence drive pressed by the new CiU-led Catalan govern-
ment as one main reason for the decision.20 To counter-balance the delicate 
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financial situation created by the PP, the CiU-led Barcelona City Hall came to 
the rescue and entered the consortium in 2014.21

Again, a new election in the Balearic Islands would change the islands’ at-
titude. In 2015, the PP lost its majority and a new government was formed 
including PSOE and left wing nationalists MÉS. The new administration 
quickly formalized its re-entry to the IRL consortium.22

In order to separate this ongoing political quarrel between Catalonia and the 
Balearic Islands from the institution itself and other partners, the Ramon Llull 
foundation was established in 2008, initially as a partnership between the gov-
ernment of Catalonia and the government of Andorra, both of which were 
joined in 2009 by the General Council of the Pyrenées-Orientales region in 
France, the City Hall of Alghero in Italy and the Ramon Llull Valencian Cities 
Network association from the region of Valencia.23

Article 155: The Spanish government takes control of 
Catalonia’s foreign action apparatus

Despite all these political skirmishes, the most significant shake-up of Catalo-
nia’s diplomacy came into being with the Spanish Government’s intervention 
after the 27 October declaration of independence when applying Article 155 
of the Constitution. According to the investigation report commissioned by 
the Parliament of Catalonia, the State intervention affected the Catalan Minis-
try of Foreign Affairs and institutions like the Ramon Llull the hardest. Quot-
ing the report, “in some cases, the need to have the signature of the [Span-
ish] Minister, not only caused an increase in bureaucracy and the consequent 
slowdown in the action to be carried out, but even its paralysis” (Parlament 
de Catalunya, 2018: 44-5).

All delegations of Catalonia abroad were closed. In the opinion of the cen-
tral government, the so-called Catalan “embassies” exceeded the powers that 
autonomous communities have to promote themselves abroad and were in-
tended to serve as embassies for the future Catalan state. The agency Diplocat, 
believed to be an instrument to internationalize the Catalan conflict, was also 
abolished. In practice, based on these measures, 250 senior officials were dis-
missed, particularly in the regional Departments of Foreign Affairs and Tax 
(Garcia Morales, 2018), while Gil (2019) lowers the number down to 234.

The representatives of the Government of Catalonia in Madrid, Brussels and 
the rest of eleven heads of delegations around the world were amongst the first 
to be laid off, as soon as on the 27 October via the urgent Royal Decree RD 
945/2017. Hence how important officials in Madrid believed this structure to 
be, and how quick they believed it had to be dismantled (Alexander and Royo 
i Marine, 2020).

Spain’s pushback did not end with the application of article 155, however. A 
little later, different branches of the Spanish judiciary also took the matter in 
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their own hands. Former Catalan Minister of Foreign Affairs Raül Romeva 
was sentenced to 12 years in prison because he “assumed the Government’s 
foreign strategy to legitimize the referendum internationally” and “tried to 
convince [foreign institutions] of the feasibility of the construction of a Cata-
lan Republic” (Tribunal Supremo de España, 2019a: 310).

The Supreme Court also validated the dissolution of Diplocat as it defines it as 
an “instrument at the service of secession” and therefore concludes: “it is not 
disproportionate to suppress it when it is the survival of the Constitution itself 
that was at stake” (Tribunal Supremo de España, 2019b: 9).

In the meantime, the Spanish Tribunal de Cuentas (Court of Accounts) pre-
pared a thorough report on how much money was spent on foreign action 
by the Catalan Government between 2011 and 2017, taking issue upon the 
total cumulative budget of Diplocat (15.8 million euros) and the foreign del-
egations (27 million euros) with the sole goal of making “known, promote, 
encourage, promote, publicize and try to get international support” for the 
pro-independence plan (Tribunal de Cuentas, 2019: 74).24 The process is still 
under way but fines in the millions are expected to be set for about 30 offi-
cials that used to work for the Catalan foreign, public and cultural diplomacy 
apparatus.25

Post 155: avoiding conflict

Performance of the three branches of Catalonia’s foreign action since 2018 has 
been discrete, at most, and tarnished with scandal, at worst. The first Catalan 
minister of Foreign Affairs appointed after Article 155, Alfred Bosch, resigned 
in March 2020 when he was involved in allegations of sexual harassment 
within the Ministry.26 His successor, Bernat Solé, was criticized for not speak-
ing fluent English nor having any previous international experiences27 and his 
term ended abruptly in January 2021 when he was sentenced to a fine and spe-
cial disqualification for the exercise of public service due to his engagement 
with the 2017 referendum when he was mayor of the town of Agramunt.28 
After the February 2021 election, which renewed the pro-independence par-
ties’ majority in the Catalan Parliament, a new minister has been appointed, 
Victòria Alsina, former Catalan representative to the United States and direc-
tor of the Center for Urban Science & Progress at the University of New York. 
In her first interview, Alsina stated that unilateral resolutions do not help in 
gaining international sympathies, apparently disavowing the referendum and 
declaration of independence of 201729.

In this same line of avoiding conflict, many senior positions within the Min-
istry have been filled with party insiders with no relevant experience in inter-
national affairs. For instance, Gerard Figueras, former secretary of Sports, has 
been appointed secretary of Foreign Action and European Union. Mr Figueras 
used to be the president of the youth branch of his party and councilman at 
his town of Vilanova i la Geltrú. Montserrat Vilalta, also a longstanding party 
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member and former director-general of wholesale trade, has been appointed 
as director-general of Foreign Action.

Diplocat has for the time being also opted for avoiding politics. This seems 
clear when analyzing its front page news and comparing them to what they 
were broadcasting back in 2017 (pictures 1 and 2). 

Picture 1: Front page of Diplocat on 14 June 2021

Source: Retrieved by author.

Picture 2: Front page of Diplocat on 19 September 2017

Source: Internet Archive Wayback Machine, retrieved on 14 June 2021, https://web.archive.
org/web/20170919125631/http://www.diplocat.cat/en/

We have sorted the number of news stories featured on the Diplocat website 
according to whether they are related to the push for self-determination or to 
other issues, such as culture (Table 2). It is clear upon comparison that pre-ref-
erendum Diplocat seemed to be more active and that post-2017 Diplocat has 
– for now – avoided touching upon the issue of Catalonia’s self-determination.
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Table 2: Sorting of news stories on the Diplocat website according to theme

Date Related to 
self-determination

Not related to 
self-determination

19 September 2017 22 9

14 June 2021 0 8

Source: Author.

In addition, Diplocat’s current secretary-general Laura Foraster is a much 
more discrete person that has avoided interviews and, in general, intervening 
in public affairs. This can be seen in her Twitter profile30, where she mostly 
simply retweets Diplocat’s messages and never gives a personal opinion, result-
ing in a mere 906 followers whereas former secretary-general Albert Royo has 
3,665 followers. Also, an advanced search using Twitter’s engine reveals that 
Ms Foraster has never used the words “self-determination” or “independence”. 

The operational budget of most branches of Catalonia’s foreign action appa-
ratus has also been affected. In table 3, we compare the 2017 budgets with the 
current ones. It is interesting to note that budgets for hard diplomacy remain 
mostly flat (18.2 million in 2017 and 19.4 million in 2020 once international 
cooperation for development is taken out of the equation), the Diplocat’s 
public diplomacy budget gets a 40 pct. reduction and the cultural diplomacy 
budget is increased, albeit it is mainly due to an increase in the Balearic Is-
lands’ participation, that was symbolic in 2017 and reaches 900.000 euros in 
2020. Numbers remain low when compared, for instance, to the budget of the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark, totaling over 2.000 million DKK or 
over 270 million euros.31

Table 3: 2017 and 2020 budgets for three Catalan diplomacy branches (in million euros)

Institution Budget in 2017 Budget in 2020

Secretary of Foreign Affairs* 35.5
(of which 17.3 to 

cooperation)

48.6
(of which 29.2 to 

cooperation)

Diplocat 2.8 2.0

Institut Ramon Llull 8.3 10.1

* The Ministry of Foreign Affairs also coordinates transparency efforts within the government. 
This is why we’ve included the budget granted to Foreign Affairs and cooperation only.
Sources: Author, based on the Catalan government’s budget for 2017 and 2020.

A senior official in the Catalan government told us in a private conversation 
that most of the administration apparatus is living in fear of legal action by the 
Spanish judiciary, which in turn leads to self-censorship.
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Conclusion: What now?

Throughout this article, we have touched upon the Catalan hard and soft di-
plomacy apparatus structure and performance through dramatic times for the 
institution and for Spain’s constitutional framework as a whole. As a conclu-
sion, we believe that:

1. Catalonia’s diplomacy fared well in the years leading to the 2017 referen-
dum in terms of placing the Catalan self-determination debate in the Eu-
ropean arena, as existing literature acknowledges and both pro-independ-
ence and anti-independence state and court documents agree.

2. Catalonia’s diplomacy was most affected by the Spanish government’s 
intervention, not only because it dismantled institutions and dismissed 
hundreds of officials, but also because it paralyzed the remaining organs 
and put a distinct effort into scrapping all of Catalonia’s foreign projection 
tools. Besides that, the Spanish courts continue to crack down on Catalan 
officials related to foreign action, with a number of processes still under 
way that could result in fines totaling millions for dozens of individuals.

3. Three years after restitution, Catalonia’s diplomacy remains half-dormant 
and avoiding openly talking about the Catalan conflict within the Spanish 
constitutional framework, both in terms of budget and activities. Addition-
ally, human resource choices seem in some cases to have been made in 
order to promote loyal party insiders rather than to put the diplomatic 
machine back in motion, and new appointments are being slow which 
might indicate the existence of fears of provoking a reaction from the Span-
ish state across the board. This strategy seems aligned with the current 
Catalan government’s vow of promoting dialogue with Madrid instead of 
confrontation.

It remains to be seen how effective this strategy will be in the mid run, espe-
cially with so many court cases still pending. Anyhow, we can expect Catalan 
diplomacy to follow the same low-profile pattern for the next two years, which 
is the time Catalan leaders have given to the dialogue with Madrid strategy. 
Depending on the results of said strategy, we may see a new shift in gears. 

In addition, two external factors may scramble the table again: First, new 
Spanish elections will be called in 2022 or 2023 and so far the moderate left 
PSOE in power is trailing the center-right PP in the polls. If PP wins the next 
general election and forms a new government with help of far-right Spanish 
nationalist party Vox, which is also on the rise, dialogue with Catalonia will 
be over in favor of a heavy-handed approach similar to that of Mariano Rajoy 
in 2017.

Second, the legal cases relating to the 2017 referendum are making its slow 
way to the Court of Justice of the European Union and the European Court 
of Human Rights and sentences are expected to start coming out in the com-
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ing years. A validation, even partial, of the pro-independence camp demands 
would give a new impulse to Catalonia’s diplomacy and perhaps a new sense 
of security and trust to defend their ideas.
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