
The Madrid Global International Office, headed by
Deputy Mayor Ignacio Niño, has turned its focus
to Asia since 2007. After joining the Consortium
Casa Asia, chaired by the Mayor of Madrid, Alberto
Ruiz-Gallardón until 2009, Madrid has taken
another step forward in its firm intention to
strengthen the process of internationalization of
Madrid, in keeping with its efforts to place Madrid
as one of the leading cities internationally and a
gateway between Latin America, Europe and Asia.
Furthermore, the City Council of Madrid seeks to
remove the veil of mystery, remoteness and
ignorance that surrounds the Asia-Pacific region,
and to that end it has assisted in the opening of a
Casa Asia centre in the city, after the one existing
already in Barcelona. The centre is located at the
Palacio de Miraflores, at the Carrera de San
Jerónimo, and combines a baroque façade with an
interior space adapted to the new functions.
Casa Asia is headed by Jesús Sanz, Director for Asia
at the Office of the Minister of Foreign Affairs and
an expert in China and Eastern Asia. Sanz has an
extensive background as a diplomat, and has been
advisor to the Beijing, Paris and Tanzania
embassies, and a technical advisor to the Secretariat
of State for Latin America and the Spanish Agency
for International Cooperation.
Madrid Global had the opportunity to ask him a
few questions about the role played by Casa Asia
within the strategy of positioning a city like Madrid
through the use of new forms of public urban
diplomacy.

what is the meaning of the term public
diplomacy, and how does casa asia fit into it?

Public diplomacy is a new way of reinforcing our
foreign presence using the institutions more
directly connected to civil society and the cultural
sphere as instruments, acting as a complement to
conventional diplomacy.

Public diplomacy has a proactive nature and is
much more than a mere marketing and
communication strategy: its goal is to create and
strengthen the existing structures of engagement,
cooperation and exchange.

The Casas and the Instituto Cervantes are strong
players in the network available for the Government
to undertake such an effort at public diplomacy. In

this framework, Casa Asia seeks to bring the
realities of the Asia-Pacific region to the Spanish
citizens. Our task is to facilitate institutional,
business, cultural and social cooperation between
Asia, Europe and Spain.

What are the specific traits of public urban
diplomacy?

Public urban diplomacy has an increasing
relevance, due to three main reasons. First, the
international dimension of the great cities of the
world, which in the case of cities like Madrid or
Barcelona, translates into the involvement of other
public diplomacy institutions such as the Casas,
and the efforts to become sites for international
institutions and events.

Second, one should not forget that the biggest
Spanish cities are by themselves instruments of the
public diplomacy network, a role they play, among
other ways, through their bilateral relations with
other cities.

On the other hand, cities have become some of the
main actors in the society of the 21st century, and
are therefore active players in international
relations. Proof of that can be found in the relevant
role they will play in the upcoming World Expo of
Shanghai, held under the motto “Better city, better
life”, in which the cities will be the for the first time
the main characters in a universal Expo.

What is the role of institutions such as Casa
Asia in this strategy in a city like Madrid?

Casa Asia is a very efficient instrument in the
internationalization strategy of the city of Madrid.
We contribute with our knowledge about different
aspects of Asian societies and as a result of the
nature of our activities we have access to a
specialized network of contacts extremely useful
to underpin this strategy. Casa Asia is also a
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«Madrid is a city with a strong presence
and promising prospects in Asia. There is
a huge potential to attract tourists, for
cooperation in the cultural sphere, students
exchange or economic cooperation».



 

 

What are the priority actions that have
taken place in the city since Madrid opened
its Casa Asia site, and what are the
implications?

During this time, Madrid has been an active stage
for the activities programmed by the different
departments of Casa Asia. Institutionally, Madrid
has hosted several editions of the Korea and
Philippines Tribunes – with the participation of
President Gloria Macapagal – and the 2010 edition
will be dedicated to India.

In the sphere of economy, a number of high-level
meetings have been held on topics such as micro
lending, science and technology, emerging powers,
Asia-Latin America relations, etc. Casa Asia has
brought to Madrid relevant Asian personalities,
including Nobel Prize winners Mohamed Yunus
and Shirin Ebadi. Pachauri, the Indian Nobel Prize
winner, will visit the city at the end of the year.

A number of courses on Asian languages and
cultures have been held with great success. The
first Confucius Institute in Spain is another outcome
from Casa Asia.

Casa Asia is already perceived as an open window
to the huge geographic and human space of Asia,
Oceania and the Pacific, and a number of
outstanding exhibitions have been organized,

bringing distinguished artists from different
countries to Madrid, thus contributing to making
the city a place of reference for Asian issues.

Does Spain, through Casa Asia, act as a bridge
between Latin America and the Far East?

Since its establishment in 2001, Casa Asia has a
program on the links between Latin America, Asia
and Spain, proving the importance that the
institution grants to the role of Spain as a bridge
across the continents. Back then, an increase in the
relations between Asia and Latin America was
forecast, and it proved to be right. Through our
Latin American Observatory in Asia Pacific, we do
not only analyze and disseminate this bridging role,
but we also report and analyze relations between
both regions, especially in the economic and
business areas, which have been the driving forces
of the establishment of this links in recent years.
We have even introduced the Asian-Latin America

reference for the Asian communities of Madrid,
specially the Chinese, and acts as an important
element in the integration policy of the city.

What is the image of Spain in Asia today?

In general, Spain does not have a well defined image
in Asian countries. Germany, for example, is
identified with reliability (probably for the quality
of its machinery or its automobiles); Italy with
design and France with glamour and luxury brands.
In our case, our image is a little blurred and is
connected to clichés (especially football, bullfights,
flamenco or siesta). Nevertheless, this is not
necessarily negative, since it attracts Asian tourists.

It is worth noting that as Asians travel to Europe,
they start to take interest in our architecture,
gastronomy and art. In this respect, Japan is the
country that knows Spain best, and I think we
should make an effort to attract visitors from other
countries in the region (especially China, Korea or
India) and take the opportunity to convey this new
vision of an open, modern, innovative and dynamic
country.

Finally, we must strengthen the technological
dimension of Spain, especially in the areas where
we have clear competitive advantages, such as
renewable energies, design or architecture.

What is the value of the Madrid brand in the
Asian continent and China?

Madrid is a city with a strong presence and
promising prospects in Asia, despite the fact that
we still have a long way to go in making the city
known throughout the Asian continent. Madrid is
known for its football club, its museums and its
unique cultural offering. There is a huge potential
to attract tourists, for cooperation in the cultural
sphere, students exchange or economic cooperation.

The City Council of Madrid has taken the
presidency of Casa Asia during 2008-09, which
has brought Casa Asia closer to the city.
What is your valuation of that?

This first presidency of the City Council of Madrid
took place soon after the city joined the Consortium,
and this has facilitated its fast integration as a new
member of the institution, and has confirmed the
interest of the Council on Asia in its
internationalization strategy. The coincidence of
Madrid’s Olympic bid with the Beijing Games and
the participation of Madrid in Shanghai’s Expo have
also helped to reinforce the role of the city on the
consortium these last two years.

«Madrid and its corporations can
capitalize on the needs Asian cities will
have in infrastructure and tourism, and
can contribute to make this growth
sustainable and efficient»

One of the cultural activities
organized by Casa Asia
during the last La Noche en
Blanco in Madrid.
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According to Asian Development Bank estimates,
the growth in India and China this year will be
around 8% and 6% respectively, and therefore
everything seems to indicate that both countries
will play a relevant role in recovering stability after
this period of crisis. Madrid and its corporations
can capitalize on the needs Asian cities will have in
infrastructure and tourism, and can contribute to
make this growth sustainable and efficient.

China, India, Japan, South Korea... Asia is
becoming an area of reference for
international R&D. What are the
opportunities for a city like Madrid in this
globalized world?

There are numerous opportunities: First of all,
companies from these countries are already
establishing R&D and design centres abroad, so
Madrid could be a target for Asian investments in
R&D. On the other hand, collaboration between
research centres and universities of Madrid and
the main Asian cities is quite extensive; finally,
technology-based Madrid companies can benefit
from Asia’s technology boom to seek partners and
projects of interest in the area.

In recent years, Madrid has made determined
efforts to approach Asia. What is your
opinion about the results obtained?

The choice of Madrid as one of the few cities in the
world with its own pavilion at the Shanghai Expo
reflects the success of the City’s strategy. The same
can be said of the fact that the Japan Foundation
has decided to open a branch in Madrid. The city’s
Japan Plan is a unique initiative. These are just a
few examples of how, through this active strategy,
Madrid is building an extensive network of contacts
with a great number of Asian countries,
contributing to build a dynamic and positive image
of the city in Asia.

Casa Asia will collaborate with Madrid’s
presence at the Shanghai Expo 2010. What do
you think the city can achieve at the Expo?

The theme of the Shanghai World Expo 2010 is
“Better City, Better Life”. Casa Asia is part of the
effort at integration and internationalization

undertaken by the City Council. This is the
approach we take to explain why Casa Asia
contributes to make Madrid a better place for its
citizens: Casa Asia is “everyone’s home”, a bridge
among cultures and a meeting point.

As an expert on Asia, what would be your
advice to Madrid for the upcoming Expo?

International events offer excellent opportunities
to create and convey image, despite the fact that
there is considerable competition among the
different pavilions to surprise and obtain greater
visibility.

From the point of view of Madrid, I would strive to
reach out to the Chinese and Asian audience in
general, which will be the majority of visitors. The
messages to be transmitted must be very clear for
that audience, and serious consideration must be
given to overcoming the language barrier. It is
necessary to convey the Madrid “experience”.

Madrid is increasingly acquiring an image of a
vibrant and welcoming city, and its bid for the 2016
Olympics has placed it at the limelight, and this is
an opportunity that must be seized. The cultural,
leisure and educational offerings are the greater
strengths of Madrid, and they must be conveyed to
visitors of the Expo.

economic link into the agenda of Latin American
summits. And the relevant factor is that all this is
done from Spain, even though the programme has
permanent collaborators in Argentina, Brazil, Chile,
Mexico and Peru through its digital platform.

Regarding the role of the institution as a bridge
across continents, a report on Asia-Latin America-
 Spain business was published in 2007 jointly with
the CIDOB Foundation. After having promoted this
dialogue at a rather theoretical level for some years,
it was necessary to know the role and the potential
of Spain through specific examples. We hope to
publish a new case study in the near future. It is
also worth noting that the managing board of the
Network for Latin American and Caribbean Studies
on Asia-Pacific will visit Spain early in 2010, invited
by the Carolina Foundation and Casa Asia. We
believe we must promote the exchange of
experiences about Asia Pacific between Spain and
Latin America from a common perspective.

The strategies of today are building the
future of the new generations. What is the
role of Casa Asia in the education and
cultural approach between the new
generations from both regions?

The establishment of Casa Asia sought to contribute
specifically to the visibility of the “other party”,
represented by the cultures and civilizations that
identify the diversity and multicultural nature of
the Asian continent. Since its establishment, Casa
Asia has tried to promote this approach through
the resources and instruments available to establish
“interfaces” between civil society actors “from both
sides”. Thus, the new generations will have tools
available for knowledge about the meaning of self-
denial as a result of ignorance and
misunderstanding. This is one of the main priorities
for the institution and the purpose it was founded
for: to communicate, to bring together and connect
the regions and peoples around their respective
political, cultural and economic realities that are
part of its mandate. This we achieve through the
mediatheque and our web site, developing programs
in connection with cyber culture and approaching
urban culture, as proven by our involvement in the
meetings of young urban leaders organized by
ASEF and the City Council of Madrid.

What will be the role of Asia in the world
economic recovery after the international
recession? What is the role that big cities
like Madrid will play in this?

Presentation of the 2008
Casa Asia Awards. Sitted
in the centre, Alberto Ruiz
Gallardón, Mayor of
Madrid.


