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W hen Greenpeace España was founded 25 years ago this 
month, Spain was still processing whales in Galicia. 
Things have come a long way since then, says director 
Juan López de Uralde, but there’s still a long way to go 

and even greater challenges on the environmental front.
 
Juantxo, as he is affectionately called, hails from San Sebastián and 
has been involved with Greenpeace Spain since almost the very 
beginning. He is a bearded, burly guy who smiles easily and speaks 
nearly impeccable English, thanks to many years working at Greenpeace 
International in Amsterdam.

Barack Obama had just been inaugurated and López de Uralde 
expressed hope and optimism about the new US president. “I think it’s 
the first time a US president has spoken about the environment and 
climate change in an inaugural address,” he says, visibly pleased. “The 

people in the new administration are trusted by the environmental 
movement.” He acknowledged that the honeymoon feeling surrounding 
the inauguration won’t last forever. “But let’s dream for a few days,” he 
adds.

López de Uralde, who joined the organisation in 1987, makes it 
clear that he believes strongly in the importance of governments and 
political leaders setting an example of environmental consciousness 
and action in the world. Spain has made great progress in this respect, 
he says, but when Greenpeace arrived on the scene in Spain in 1984, 
the environment was nowhere to be seen on the political agenda of the 
young democracy. In those days, Spain was still a whaling country and 
radioactive waste was being dumped at sea. 

“At that time the Spanish government wanted to burn toxic waste at 
sea,” he says. “These things sound really weird, but they were normal in 
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the 1980s. It was considered good practice to take the waste and burn 
it at sea. Only when Spain joined the European Union in 1986 did the 
environment become an important issue on the political agenda. I think 
Greenpeace’s main challenge at the time was to make Spanish people 

aware of environmental problems.” He says people were receptive to 
the new ideas about the environment. “People were sympathetic. At the 
time there was a lot of social movement in Spain, and people were into 
acting in a peaceful way.”

Now the organisation has over 100,000 members in Spain. López 
de Uralde says that his branch is one of the most active in the world 
and has a lot of influence in the Mediterranean region and in Latin 
America. “In 25 years we’ve made people realise humanity is destroying 
its home,” he says. But while Spanish people are conscious of the issues, 
he says the challenge facing Greenpeace is to turn this consciousness 
into action. “We need to get the politicians to take action, especially on 
climate change.” Though, he adds, climate change is really just the tip 
of the iceberg.

“Renewable energy can provide all of 
our needs. By 2050 there could be a 
100% renewable energy scenario”

He particularly emphasises the need to reduce dependence on fossil 
fuels worldwide, and stressed Greenpeace’s opposition to nuclear energy 
as a viable solution to fossil fuels. “We need to get out of fossil fuels 
without getting ourselves into a different problem,” he said. “This is the 
problem with nuclear energy.” He cites security issues, radioactive waste 
and the relative scarcity of uranium in the case against nuclear power. 
While Spain has no specific ban on building nuclear plants, he said the 
reason there’s no investment in nuclear nowadays is that companies 
don’t see it as a profitable business; the initial investment is huge. Public 
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opinion in Spain doesn’t seem to support nuclear energy either and the 
current government is committed to phasing out the existing nuclear 
plants as they come to the end of their useful life.
Greenpeace views renewable energy as the solution to the energy problem 
and believes it is an area in which Spain should be at the forefront. “For 
resource independence and a number of other reasons, Spain should 
continue to invest in renewable energy and try to be a leader in it,” he 
says. “It is our niche.” Spain is a 
world leader in renewable energy. 
López de Uralde says that 11% of 
the country’s energy consumption 
in 2008 was produced by wind 
power and he hopes that that 
percentage will continue to grow. 
“Renewable energy can provide 
100% of our needs in the not-
too-distant future,” he adds 
enthusiastically. “We published a 
report about it, and by 2050 there 
could be a 100% renewable energy 
scenario. And it’s not only wind 
and solar power. You have the sea, 
geothermic, and they will probably 
complement each other. It’s the 
future.”

Spain already has a model to follow 
in the region of Navarra, which 
is on course to produce 75% of it 
power requirements from renewable 
sources by 2010 (see page 16). “This 
is what we need to do as a country,” 
López de Uralde says, adding that 
he is hopeful that Obama’s support 
of renewable energy will encourage 
sceptics in Spain to think again. 

If there has been a rise in eco-
consciousness in Spain in recent 
years, he attributes it to fears about climate change and its effects. Indeed, 
he sees climate change as the biggest threat to Spain today and fighting 
it constitutes one of Greenpeace’s biggest campaigns. There is a growing 
consciousness and fear of fires and desertification in southern Europe. 

“The fact that Obama is saying that sun 
and wind will be our main sources of 
energy has influence beyond creating a 
law. It goes to every corner of the world”

“In Spain temperatures have increased 1.5 degrees in the past century,” he 
says. “People can say that’s not very much, but it is. It creates conditions 
like more evaporation of river water. Drier conditions lead to fires and 
after fires it’s desert. It’s something we should be very careful about.” 

Good water management is especially vital for Spain. “There’s not any 
more water,” López de Uralde says, “so we need to use it better.” He 
spoke of the importance of efficiency and cited Madrid as an exemplary 
region: water use has decreased despite population growth. But perhaps 
not surprisingly, 80% of water use in Spain is for agriculture.

Despite López de Uralde’s optimism about the new US administration, 
he says Greenpeace and the environmental movement face big 
challenges within Spain. For example, there are relatively few national 
parks in Spain, because it is so difficult to get land declared a national 
park. “People see it as a threat to urbanisation,” he says. “We have 
demanded for years that Madrid’s Sierra de Guadarrama be declared a 
national park, but we haven’t been able to get it because people see it as 

a brake on development.”
 
Part of the problem is in the 
governmental power distribution 
in Spain. Municipalities, he 
says, have relatively little power 
and money, and their finances 
depend on the construction 
industry, which means they 
are generally opposed to land 
conservation. There is little public 
accountability. 

During President Zapatero’s first 
term he appointed a very active 
minister of the environment, 
Cristina Narbona, whom López 
de Uralde speaks very highly of. 
But the administration took a 
180-degree turn after last year’s 
electoral victory. He describes the 
current minister, Elena Espinosa, 
as a “disaster”. “I think Zapatero 
was thinking that because of the 
crisis it’s not the moment for the 
environment, but I think it’s a big 
mistake.”  The previous minister 
made a lot of enemies because of 
her agenda, he says, which focused 
in particular on coastal destruction 
and water management. “In the 
end it’s a very corrupt regime,” he 

says. “Narbona was kicked out for her environmental agenda and it’s 
very sad to see that happening.”

A government that is friendlier to the causes of environmentalists 
makes it much easier to work. “The fact that Obama is saying that 
sun and wind will be our main sources of energy has influence beyond 
creating a law,” López de Uralde says. “It goes to every corner of the 
world.”

Asked what he would do if he were minister of the environment, he 
responds that the most important thing would be to ensure that the 
president accepted his agenda, the main points of which would be 
renewable energy scenarios, better and more efficient use of resources 
rather than more infrastructure, and a law on land use to control 
urbanisation in Spain.

But for now, López de Uralde is content with his work at Greenpeace. 
“We can say that the world is a better place than it would have been 
without Greenpeace,” he says confidently. But it’s possible the challenge 
for the next 25 years will be the greatest yet.

“People are aware now, but we need personal change to get out of the 
current situation.”




