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It is a well-known fact that a favourable judgment or award does
not necessarily mean a successful outcome. If the judgment or
award cannot be enforced for some reason, the winning party will
have won a moral victory, but no real compensation, which, when
all is said and done, is what commercial litigation is mostly about.
This problem is particularly acute when the losing party is a
sovereign state. In addition to the difficulties of enforcing resolutions against private parties, the immunities and privileges of
nation states often present further complications, namely: is it possible to enforce the resolution? (‘immunity of jurisdiction’) and
against which assets can this resolution be enforced? (‘immunity
of execution’).
Before the enactment of the State Immunities and Privileges
Act (the SIPO Act)1 in October 2015, state immunity was only
briefly mentioned in the Spanish Judiciary Act (LOPJ), which
establishes the jurisdiction and competences of the Spanish courts,
and in the Spanish Civil Procedure Act (LEC). Both statutes established that the Spanish courts have jurisdiction to decide on disputes taking place within Spanish territory involving Spanish and
foreign nationals, except in the cases of immunity of jurisdiction
and immunity of execution provided for by Public International
Law regulations (article 21.2 LOPJ and article 36.2.1a LEC).
In the absence of any other regulation, both the work of
scholars and case law made worthy efforts to establish certain
limits on the general rule for state immunity, as well as to fill in
some of the gaps within this matter. However, there are still doubts
on some issues, as well as contradictory opinions and court decisions on others.
Considering this background, the enactment of the SIPO Act
is most welcome, as well as long overdue. The SIPO Act does not
differ greatly from the general tendencies of the Spanish courts,
nor does it answer all of the questions raised. However, it does, at
least, record in black and white some of the core issues, settle some
of the conflicting positions and lay down certain procedural rules
regarding the application of state immunity, thus offering a greater
measure of legal certainty to individuals or companies seeking the
enforcement of a judgment in Spain or, more often than not, an
arbitral award, against a foreign sovereign state.
Restrictions on state immunity

Throughout the last two decades or so, the general trend in public
international law has been to restrict sovereign immunity. That
is to say that state immunity should not be absolute, but should
rather be limited to the extent that it protects the independence
and equal rights of both states involved (ie, the state against whom
a legal action is brought and the state where such legal action is
pursued) when undergoing lawsuits or enforcements.
In particular, scholars and case law both generally agree that
state immunity should be limited to acts iure imperii and that
immunity should be denied for acts iure gestionis. While this distinction is well appreciated theoretically and conceptually, state
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practice and commentators have yet to establish a framework that
uniformly distinguishes between acts iure imperii and acts iure
gestionis, in any given case. Despite this, the authors mostly agree
that, in international law, it is not only the purpose of the act
of the state but the nature of the act ‒ either public law or private law – that truly determines its character as iure imperii or
iure gestionis.2
Since the enactment of the SIPO Act, the previously mentioned trend has reached statutory rank in Spain. The reason for
this is that the SIPO Act expressly foresees limiting state immunity
in both of its facets (ie, immunity of jurisdiction and immunity
of execution), even if the general rule is still that foreign states are
protected by immunity in Spain.
The SIPO Act put in writing the conceptual distinction
between acts iure imperii and acts iure gestionis. Indeed, article 9
of the SIPO Act denies immunity of jurisdiction in connection
with processes dealing with ‘commercial transactions’.3 Likewise,
as regards immunity of execution, article 17.2 of the SIPO Act
foresees that the Spanish courts can order enforcement measures
against assets that are located in Spain and owned by foreign states,
provided that these assets are not being used, nor are they intended
to be used, for non-commercial public purposes.4
In addition to the general exception to immunity regarding
both acts iure gestionis and assets not destined for non-commercial
public purposes, the SIPO Act also establishes other exceptions
to immunity of jurisdiction. Specifically, foreign states cannot
claim immunity of jurisdiction in proceedings dealing with certain employment agreements (article 10 SIPO Act), damage to
property or injuries (article 11 SIPO Act), certain property rights
(article 12 SIPO Act), IP rights (article 13 SIPO Act), participation in corporations and other legal entities (article 14 SIPO Act),
the exploitation of state-owned ships or their cargo, provided that
they are not used for non-commercial public purposes (article
15 SIPO Act) or arbitration agreements (article 16 SIPO Act).
Notwithstanding the above, in order for the Spanish courts to
have jurisdiction in these cases, certain connections must exist
between the case and Spain (eg, when they relate to companies
incorporated under Spanish law or to IP rights protected under
Spanish legislation, or if the action that caused the damages was
carried out in Spain, etc).
State immunity and central banks

Investors in possession of a judgment or award rendered against
a sovereign state can usually explore the possibility of enforcing
such resolutions against the assets of the central bank of that state.
In this regard, there are a small number of court cases in Spain
dealing with the immunity of foreign central banks. However,
existing case law has tended to follow the general trend and, therefore, has denied immunity from enforcement measures when the
claim has dealt with acts iure gestionis.5
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Following this trend, section c) of article 20.1 of the SIPO
Act extends immunity from enforcement measures to the assets
of central banks (and other state monetary institutions) which are
designated for purposes that are characteristic of these kinds of
entities. On the contrary, it could be surmised that assets belonging to central banks that are not used, or intended to be used, for
the those purposes will not be covered by immunity of execution
and can, therefore, be seized within the framework of enforcement proceedings.
Notwithstanding the above, attempting to enforce a resolution against the assets of a central bank may still be problematic
if the resolution was not rendered against the central bank itself;
that is to say, when the enforcement is sought against an entity
that was not a party to the proceedings or arbitration where
the resolution was rendered. Note that article 542.1 of the LEC
establishes that judgments and awards cannot be enforced against
individuals or entities that may be joint and several guarantors of
the main debtor (or other debtors against whom the judgment or
award was rendered) unless they were a party to the proceedings
where the resolution was rendered.6
In this scenario, it would be essential to determine whether
the central bank has its own legal personality, independent from
that of its state, in accordance with the legislation of said state.
In the event that the central bank does not have an independent
legal personality, the enforcement would present fewer difficulties
given that the assets of the central bank could be deemed to be
assets of the state itself.7 However, if the central bank does indeed
have an independent legal personality, the enforcement could not,
in theory, be sought against the assets of the central bank.8
Immunity and state vessels

Other assets traditionally pursued by creditors in their attempt
to enforce resolutions against states are vessels or aircraft owned
by the state. First, they are valuable assets and are reasonably easy
to track down, however, most importantly, due to their moveable
nature they allow creditors to go forum shopping. That is to say,
if the vessel or aircraft cannot be enforced in a given venue, the
creditors can try to seize the asset in a different place, where local
legislation allows it.9
Evidently, warships and military aircraft are out of the question, as these assets fall without a doubt under the umbrella of iure
imperii – one might go as far as to say that they are essential to the
concept of iure imperii. Other vessels, however (such as training
ships, whose military nature is not so clearly defined), may not be
covered by immunity when they are used for acts iure gestionis.
In this regard, article 2 of the SIPO Act includes a definition
of state ships and aircraft,10 as well as a definition of warships,11
in order to help the courts assess if a given vessel is covered by
state immunity. Moreover, when doubts exist regarding whether
a vessel is being used for non-commercial purposes, article 15.3
of the SIPO Act establishes that a certificate issued by the chief
of the diplomatic mission accredited in Spain (or, when there is
no diplomatic mission, by the competent authority of the foreign
state) shall provide full proof of the use of the vessel.

According to this provision, a state that has entered into an
arbitration agreement with an individual or legal person may not
claim immunity before the Spanish courts dealing with the validity, construal or application of an arbitration clause, the arbitration
procedure (including the judicial appointment of arbitrators), the
confirmation or revision of awards, set aside actions or exequatur
of foreign awards.
Therefore, this exception, which should be considered a very
positive addition, aims to impede sovereign states that have entered
into arbitration agreements from artificially shielding themselves
from a potentially harmful award by alleging immunity of jurisdiction. Moreover, this provision is consistent with the spirit and
principles of international arbitration, as included in the most
relevant international instruments such as the Convention on
the Recognition and Enforcement of Foreign Arbitral Awards
(New York, 1958) and the Convention on the Settlement of
Investment Disputes between States and Nationals of Other States
(Washington, 1965).
Procedural issues

Finally, the SIPO Act also sets forth certain procedural rules on
the application of state immunities and international litigation
between private parties and sovereign states.
The SIPO Act establishes that state immunities can be applied
ex officio by the Spanish courts or, alternatively, alleged by the
state (articles 49 and 50 SIPO Act). In the latter case, article 50 of
the SIPO Act establishes that the state must allege its immunity
by means of a demurrer of jurisdiction regulated by article 63 et
seq of the LEC. It must be noted, however, that article 50 of the
SIPO Act establishes that the term to file a demurrer of jurisdiction established by article 64 LEC (which is 10 business days after
receiving notice of the claim) will not apply in this case, although
it does not establish the length of the term to do so.
The SIPO Act also includes the possibility for sovereign states
to expressly or tacitly waive their immunities ‒ both for jurisdiction (articles 5 to 7) and for enforcement (article 18). Such waivers
can be revoked by the state in question, but only before proceedings have been initiated in Spain (articles 8 and 19 SIPO Act).
As regards communications, article 52 of the SIPO Act
expressly refers to the procedures set forth in the recent
International Judicial Cooperation in Civil Matters Act.12
The last relevant procedural issue considered by article 56 of
the SIPO Act is the possibility for a sovereign state to be judged
and sentenced in absentia. This can occur, provided that the relevant formalities regarding the service of the claim have been
fulfilled and that at least four months have elapsed since the claim
was duly served on the foreign state.
Conclusion

The SIPO Act does not answer all of the questions currently surrounding state immunity, and we have yet to see how the Spanish
courts will implement it. However, it is definitely a welcome novelty and a useful tool, insofar as it increases legal certainty for both
foreign states and private parties regarding the immunities and
privileges of sovereign states in Spain.

State immunity and arbitration

Among the exceptions that the SIPO Act sets forth regarding the
immunity of jurisdiction, article 16 of the SIPO Act establishes
certain relevant exceptions to immunity with regard to arbitration proceedings.
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