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SUMMARY 
José María Gil-Robles Gil-Delgado is so far the only Spaniard from the European People's Party (EPP) 
to serve as President of the European Parliament. He embodied a particular tradition within Spanish 
political life: Christian democracy. Son of the historical leader of the Spanish Right during the Second 
Spanish Republic, Gil-Robles lived with his family in exile in Portugal during the Spanish Civil War. 
He came back to Spain along with his monarchist father to oppose the dictatorship, and became 
very active in the European Movement and European Christian democracy organisations, helping 
to pave the way for national reconciliation and a democratic transition.  

After the dismal failure of the Christian Democratic Party in Spain's first free elections in 1977, and 
following the transformation of the Alianza Popular into the Partido Popular and its accession to the 
EPP, Gil-Robles was elected to the European Parliament in 1989. Re-elected in 1994, he became a 
vice-president and then, from 1997 until 1999, President. During his years in office, he represented 
the European Parliament in the negotiations leading to the Treaty of Amsterdam. 

Gil-Robles played a crucial role in consolidating Parliament's scrutiny of the European Commission 
during the historic process that led to the resignation of the Santer Commission in 1999, putting his 
role as President above his personal and political connections and interests. Re-elected to 
Parliament for a third term, he chaired several parliamentary intergroups that reflected his Christian 
conviction that solidarity and human dignity were at the core of the European project.  

In favour of the Constitutional Treaty and later of the Lisbon Treaty, Gil-Robles supported deeper 
European integration, a movement that he compared to that of a tortoise. Once he had retired from 
Parliament, Gil-Robles remained active as Jean Monnet Chair in Madrid, and President of the Jean 
Monnet Foundation and of the Association of Former Members of the European Parliament. 
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Early life and career (1935-1989) 
José María Gil-Robles Gil-Delgado was born in Madrid on 17 June 1935,1 the eldest son of José María 
Gil-Robles y Quiñones and Carmen Gil-Delgado y Armada, a descendant of Spanish nobility. Gil-
Robles Snr was the founder in 1933 of the Confederation of Autonomous Rights, a Catholic party. 
He initially supported the military insurrection in 1936 before first working towards restoration of 
the monarchy from exile in Portugal and later the transition to democracy. 

With the return of the family to Spain in 1953, Gil-Robles Snr started a law firm in Madrid, and Gil-
Robles Jnr began law studies at the University of Deusto (Bilbao), which he completed at the 
University of Salamanca. Like his father, José María Gil-Robles Jnr graduated with the highest 
distinction (Premio Extraordinario). He became a legal adviser for the Francoist parliamentary body, 
the Cortes, in 1958, with responsibility for directing the Bulletin of Foreign Legislation. This was a 
window to comparative parliamentary and constitutional law, which he also taught at the Central 
University of Madrid (now Complutense University). It was during these years that he worked with 
his father in the Spanish Association for European Cooperation. He was the main interlocutor inside 
the country for the Federal Council in Spain of the European Movement (CFEME), made up of the 
Republican forces in exile and presided over by the Spanish liberal politician, Salvador de Madariaga. 
Both associations promoted the convergence of the opposition, both in Spain and in exile, to 
prepare for a return to democracy. 

In early 1962, the Franco dictatorship requested an association agreement with the European 
Economic Community (EEC) with the aim of future full membership. With Madariaga and the 
Socialist representative in the European Movement, Enric Adroher 'Gironella', Gil-Robles Snr 
coordinated a meeting of all opposition forces at the Congress of the European Movement in 
Munich in June 1962. The aim was not just to boycott the official Spanish request, but also to lay 
foundations for the reconciliation of all political opposition parties over a common text, drafted to 
a large extent by Gil-Robles Snr. The final text demanded the future transition to a democratic 
parliamentary system, like those of the EEC Member States, respecting the European Convention of 
Human Rights, the European Social Charter of the Council of Europe, and the then recently passed 
Birkelbach report of the European Parliament, which had defined political conditions for EEC 
membership. The dictatorship referred to this founding moment of future Spanish democracy as 
the 'Munich conspiracy' (el Contubernio de Munich). After trying unsuccessfully to prevent its 
adoption by the Congress of the European Movement, Franco imprisoned or forced into exile all of 
its participants. Gil-Robles Snr chose to go into exile in Paris, which was the key city for meeting the 
opposition in exile and developing the plans that he and his son had for the expansion of the 
clandestine political party that they formed: Democracia Social Cristiana (DSC). 2 

In line with his father's views, Gil-Robles Jnr had joined the board of a key forum, coordinating 
intellectual and political dialogue between the various strands of the internal opposition, the 
Cuadernos para el Diálogo, launched by the former education minister, Joaquín Ruiz-Giménez. Gil-
Robles contributed, in that context, to the coordination of two special issues dedicated to the law 
on trade unions (1969) and the regional question in Europe (1971). This reflected an evolution in 
political thinking from father to son. The new generation was more progressive, social, and 
democratic in its orientation. Gil-Robles was probably influenced by his father's intellectual 
alter ego, the Professor of Canon Law at the University of Seville, Manuel Giménez Fernández, also 
a former minister from the CEDA. Supporter of the political thought of Jacques Maritain in Spain, 
and leader of the Christian Democratic Left (IDC), Giménez Fernández was a devoted Republican 
and argued for individual rights from a personalist perspective.3 

The two Christian democracy organisations inside Spain, led respectively by Gil-Robles Snr and 
Giménez Fernández, needed to work with the representatives of Spanish Christian democracy in 
exile. The Christian democratic family was represented by the regionalist parties in exile, namely, the 
Basque Nationalist Party (PNV), co-founder of Nouvelles Equipes Internationales (NEI) in 1947, and 
the Catalan Democratic Union (Unió), both of which had already undergone a transformation to 



José María Gil-Robles Gil-Delgado (1935-2023) 

3 

become Christian democratic parties during the 1930s and were fully supported by continental 
western European parties within the NEI. These four political organisations had difficulties 
cooperating until the NEI Congress of 1965, in Taormina, which saw the creation of the Christian 
Democratic Team of the Spanish State (CDTSS). This NEI équipe was formed under pressure from 
European leaders, who formed the European Union of Christian Democrats (EUCD) in Taormina. 
This, in turn, facilitated the creation of the European People's Party in 1976. From 1972, the leaders 
of all four Spanish political forces were represented on the political board of the EUCD, and 
Gil-Robles was invited to key events, such as the Congress of the Italian Democrazia Cristiana (DC).  

Another Christian democratic forum also emerged, the Tácito group, involving young personalities 
from the CDTSS, such as Fernando Alvarez de Miranda, Iñigo Cavero, and Marcelino Oreja. Like the 
PNV and Unió, they refused to join the Christian Democratic Federation (FDC), which in 1975 
brought together Gil-Robles and Ruiz-Giménez to prepare the first democratic elections. The 
generation of José María Gil-Robles Jnr instead created the Democratic Centre, which ultimately 
joined the UCD party, led by the Prime Minister, Adolfo Suarez. Gil-Robles Jnr, as secretary general 
of the FDC, was number two on its Madrid list, after Ruiz-Gímenez. However, despite strong support 
from other European Christian democrats, in particular the German Christian Democratic Union 
(CDU) and the Konrad Adenauer Foundation, the electoral results were disastrous, with less than 
1.18 % of votes and no MP elected in the first democratic elections. The Gil-Robles family's plan to 
create a major unified Christian democratic political force in Spain had failed badly. 

European Parliament, beginnings (1989-1997) 
This historical electoral defeat led José María Gil-Robles Jnr to return to legal practice. He took over 
the law firm of his father (who died in 1980) and kept working as legal adviser at the Spanish 
parliament. Working for its Legal Committee, he contributed to the drafting of the 1977 electoral 
law. He remained in the executive of the EUCD, before joining his Christian democratic friends of the 
UCD – such as Cavero, Alvarez de Miranda and others – in the creation in 1980 of a personalist club, 
the Centre for the Study of Communitarianism. Appointed its president, he was asked in 1985 to 
become vice-president of the Humanism and Democracy Foundation, where he remained active for 
nearly 20 years. This foundation, created in 1977 in the image of the Konrad Adenauer Foundation, 
became instrumental in relaunching the idea of a Christian democratic party in Spain.  

In this way, in 1982, before the break-up of the UCD – which Gil-Robles Jnr had refused to join given 
its ambiguous ideological identity – a large number of Christian democrats from the UCD created 
the Popular Democratic Party (PDP) led by Oscar Alzaga, with the support of the Konrad Adenauer 
Foundation. The party formed a coalition with the post-Franco Alianza Popular (AP), led by Manuel 
Fraga, and the liberals in the elections of 1982, which saw a Socialist landslide. The integration of 
the PDP into the newly created Partido Popular (PP) in 1989, following a pact between Fraga and 
the Christian democrat secretary-general of the Council of Europe, Marcelino Oreja Aguirre, opened 
the door for the return of Gil-Robles Jnr to politics. This former UCD minister for foreign affairs, and 
a personal friend, asked Gil-Robles to stand as a candidate in the 1989 European elections, following 
Fraga's agreement to quit the conservative group in the European Parliament and join the EPP 
group. Gil-Robles Jnr stood as an independent candidate, but joined the PP in 1990, when Fraga's 
successor, José María Aznar, asked him personally to become a member of the National Executive 
and represent the party in the EPP group presidency. He was elected vice-president of the EPP group 
in November of that year. In this role, he contributed decisively to the Athens Declaration of 1992 
adopted by the ninth EPP Congress, which formulated the group's values, and in particular human 
dignity, in its new basic programme. 

Gil-Robles started his work as a Member of the European Parliament (MEP) in the ideal positions for 
a lawyer, Christian democrat and European federalist. Not surprisingly, he initially supported Oreja 
Aguirre, President of the Committee for Institutional Affairs, before succeeding him in this crucial 
role in July 1993, until the European elections of June 1994 when Gil-Robles was re-elected. Prior to 
that, he had been an active member of the Committee on Social Affairs since 1992, where he drafted 
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a report on the need to incorporate into the European social dialogue the European Confederation 
of Managers (CEC), which had political weight in the countries negotiating their accession to the 
European Union. During his presidency of the Institutional Affairs Committee, the most relevant 
issue following the long ratification of the Treaty of Maastricht was the adoption in February 1994 
of the Herman Report, which called for a Treaty reform that would consolidate the existing Treaties 
into a constitution.  

In 1994, the number of Spanish PP MEPs grew from 15 to 28, and the PP became the second largest 
delegation of the EPP group behind the German CDU/CSU. An agreement between both 
delegations resulted in Hans-Gert Pöttering becoming EPP group chair and Gil-Robles being 
designated as a candidate to become President of the Parliament, to follow German Social Democrat 
Klaus Hänsch after his two and a half years at the helm. For this, Gil-Robles had to overcome the 
opposition of French President Jacques Chirac, who pushed in favour of the French candidate, 
Nicole Fontaine. She would become President of the European Parliament in the fifth legislature.4 

President of the European Parliament (1997-1999) 
From January 1997, when he assumed the leadership of the Parliament, Gil-Robles faced a series of 
challenges, starting with the negotiation of the Treaty of Amsterdam, where the European 
Parliament participated fully in the intergovernmental process for the first time. Two other 
challenges were the implementation of monetary union and the decision on the enlargement 
negotiations. The last, and greatest, challenge was the resignation of the Santer Commission under 
pressure from the Parliament, a turning point in the history of European integration, which 
inaugurated a new period of centrality of the Parliament as an EU institution. 

Unlike in the Maastricht Treaty negotiations, the Parliament participated for the first time officially 
in the meetings of the Intergovernmental Conference (IGC) that led to the Amsterdam Treaty. The 
Dutch Presidency and the Social Democratic Prime Minister, Wim Kok, worked closely with Gil-
Robles and Commission President Jacques Santer 
to coordinate any proposals. At this time, the 
Commissioner in charge of relations with the 
European Parliament, and in charge of the IGC, 
was in fact Gil-Robles' close friend Marcelino 
Oreja, which greatly facilitated his task. The 
systematic interventions of the European 
Parliament President at the formal and informal 
European summits during exchanges with the 
national political leaders allowed Gil-Robles – an 
experienced lawyer – to weigh in on the 
negotiations.  

One of the key achievements of the Treaty was the 
consolidation of the co-legislative role of the 
European Parliament, revising the first version of 
co-decision adopted in the Maastricht Treaty. 
From the Amsterdam Treaty onwards, it was 
possible for the Council to adopt a proposal 
amended by the European Parliament after its first 
reading, freeing the Parliament from the 
European Commission's supervision. In addition, 
the European Parliament secured a greater role in 
the policy areas that came under co-decision. 
Despite these achievements, Gil-Robles 
concluded that the Amsterdam Treaty did not do 
what was required and even failed to meet fully 

Gil-Robles at the ceremony of the signature of 
the Treaty of Amsterdam, 2 October 1997 

 
Source: European Parliament archives. 
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the objectives set by the IGC. Nevertheless, Parliament had succeeded in somewhat increasing its 
institutional power and position.5 

In Gil-Robles' view, the lack of ambition also 
concerned the second major challenge of 
the period, the constitution of the euro area, 
for which the cooperation procedure was 
maintained. At the extraordinary European 
Council meeting of 2 May 1998, which 
agreed the 11 countries that would initially 
form the single currency from January 1999, 
Gil-Robles communicated the European 
Parliament's agreement. However, he also 
made the point that the deepening of 
integration with economic and monetary 
union must not aggravate the EU's 
democratic deficit. The European 
Parliament therefore requested that the 
future European Central Bank (ECB) inform it 
regularly of its decisions. As Gil-Robles put it, 
'In a democracy, the voice of the parliament 
is never an obstacle, but on the contrary, a guarantee of legitimacy and of popular agreement'. Such 
parliamentary accountability was to include approval by the European Parliament of the candidates 
nominated by the Council to preside over the ECB and reporting by the ECB to the European 
Parliament. Enhancing the democratic legitimacy of the ECB's decisions was necessary to create 
trust in what he considered the first step towards an economic and monetary federation, which 
should eventually include all EU Member States. 6 

Gil-Robles believed that the EU's federalist thrust needed to be paired with an open approach 
towards eastern enlargement, which he considered to be an opportunity not just to renew the EU 
but also to unify the continent, as an example for the world and a first step towards a pact for global 
peace. These high ambitions for enlargement reflected his long-term views concerning the EU's 
international role. He was critical of the lack of progress in the field of foreign and security policy 
following the Amsterdam Treaty. In his opinion, the creation of the role of High Representative in 
the Treaty was not enough without a fully aligned common policy regarding EU neighbours, such 
as the Balkans or Russia. Also required were a European defence industry and a European army, even 
if this did not initially include all Member States. In Gil-Robles' view, it was necessary for the EU to 
have the operational capacity to undertake action autonomously from NATO, as an EU defence pillar 
of the Atlantic Alliance. Such a foreign and security policy would require the High Representative to 
be part of the European executive, have the policies and tools for an effective foreign policy, and be 
accountable to the European Parliament.7 

It was precisely on this point, the accountability of the European Commission to the European 
Parliament, that the European Parliament experienced a hugely important episode under the 
Presidency of Gil-Robles. This was the resignation of the Santer Commission on 15 March 1999. It 
followed a defeated motion of censure in January about allegations of fraud and mismanagement 
and the subsequent report of an independent committee of inquiry appointed by the European 
Parliament, and accepted by the Commission. The report concluded that the Commission as an 
institution did not feel collectively responsible for the mismanagement of European funds, opening 
the way for a new European Parliament motion, which might have found a sufficient majority. This 
led the Santer Commission to resign en bloc.  

From Gil-Robles' perspective, the crux of the problem was political and institutional. As a political 
ally and close friend of Marcelino Oreja and Jacques Santer, he warned them discreetly about the 
possible institutional conflict as soon as he became President. Following the failed vote of censure 

Inaugurating the Konrad Adenauer Building 
in Luxembourg, 1 June 1999 

 

Source: European Parliament archives. 
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against the Commission in February 1997, for its handling of Mad Cow Disease, he organised an 
informal meeting between Santer and the presidents of the EPP group and the PES group, Wilfried 
Martens and Pauline Green, where he made it crystal-clear that the Commission needed to secure 
sufficient parliamentary legitimacy for its policies. Santer, however was convinced that the 
independence of the Commission from the Council also meant that it was not politically 
accountable to the Parliament. At the end of the long-drawn-out crisis, Santer opted for the 
Commission to resign collectively, as he was legally unable to remove the main culprit, French 
Commissioner Edith Cresson, from the college of Commissioners. By this time, the Socialists, the 
largest group in the Parliament, had decided to vote in favour of a new censure motion.8  

In Gil-Robles' own words, the Treaties of Maastricht and Amsterdam had changed the institutional 
balance and now the 'nomination and the political action of the Commission do not rely only on the 
trust of the Council, but in a decisive manner, on that of Parliament. And this trust is not obtained at 
once, but it has to be maintained during the whole legislature, bringing the Commission to be 
accountable of its action in front of the European Parliament on all occasions and to supply it 
without reserve or misgivings with all necessary information for carrying out its role of control'. In 
this last speech as President of the European Parliament, Gil-Robles argued that these changes in 
the interinstitutional balance were the guarantee of a higher level of democracy in the European 
institutions and legitimacy in the eyes of European citizens.9 

MEP and President of the European Movement (1999-2005) 
The European trajectory of Gil-Robles did not end with the conclusion of his mandate as President 
of the European Parliament, when Fontaine succeeded him. He was re-elected as an MEP in the June 
1999 elections, when the centre-right became the largest group ahead of the Socialists, and 
included – alongside the EPP – the British Conservatives, the French Rassemblement pour la 
République and Forza Italia, in the newly formed EPP-European Democrats Group. An admirer of the 
former Italian Democrazia Cristiana, and in particular of Emilio Colombo with whom he had worked 
on the Committee on Institutional Affairs, Gil-Robles was not enthusiastic about this dilution of the 
more centrist Christian democratic core of the EPP. As a result, he became less involved in the 
internal dynamics of the EPP Group and instead accepted to chair a few intergroups closer to his 
Christian democratic identity. These included the Fourth World European Committee Intergroup to 
deal with extreme poverty, devoting particular attention to the issue of child poverty; the Disability 
Intergroup; and, last but not least, the Intergroup on the Welfare and Conservation of Animals, 
which obtained a ban on the trade in seal products and drew increased attention to the trafficking 
of animals. Gil-Robles also remained an active member of the Legal and Constitutional Affairs 
Committees, with a focus on Treaty reform and the Constitutional Convention of 2002-2003. One of 
the EPP members of the Convention was Iñigo Méndez de Vigo, who had replaced him some years 
earlier as EPP spokesperson on the Institutional Affairs Committee. 

Gil-Robles participated in the institutional reform debate as the new President of the European 
Movement International (EMI), which he chaired from 1999 until 2005, when he became its Honorary 
President until 2008. This major responsibility reflected his previous long-term commitment to the 
Spanish Federal Council of the European Movement (CFEME), which in 1977 had moved its seat from 
Paris to Madrid, to the headquarters of the Spanish Association for European Cooperation. 
Gil-Robles had been CFEME President from 1996 until 2000, when he resigned to focus on his role 
as President of the European Movement. In the European Movement, he took over from the 
Portuguese socialist, Mario Soares, who had been an unsuccessful candidate to succeed Gil-Robles 
as President of the European Parliament. Gil-Robles was the second Spaniard to hold this prestigious 
role; the first was a predecessor as European Parliament President, socialist Enrique Barón Crespo 
(1987-1989). 

Gil-Robles' major contribution during this period was to position the EMI in relation to the European 
constitutional debate. With Greek socialist Dimitris Tsatsos, he co-drafted the European Parliament 
report on the draft treaty establishing a constitution for Europe.10 According to Mendez de Vigo, the 
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new reform mechanism for the Constitutional 
Convention was invented and promoted by 
Tsatsos and himself, with the direct support of 
Gil-Robles. In their report to the Constitutional 
Committee on the Amsterdam Treaty, they had 
highlighted the limits of the IGC format.11 The 
new 'Community method of Treaty-revision', as 
Gil-Robles called it, led to an outcome that he 
recommended for adoption by the European 
Parliament.  

He considered the result of the Convention to 
be an 'intelligent text, although naturally it is not 
a perfect text, because no legal text is perfect'. It 
was the result of a democratic consensus, 
involving members of national parliaments, 
which the Heads of State or Government had to 
respect. The report recommended that the 
European Parliament support the draft 'as a 
compromise, a realistic negotiated position 
between the ideal solutions it has been 
advocating and the possibilities for putting 
them into practice at this time. We are not abandoning those goals. We are making it clear that the 
draft represents a step forward, an important step, but we are not giving up the idea of making 
further progress when the time is right'.12 

Gil-Robles reiterated his support for the Constitutional Treaty in his valedictory speech as MEP on 
4 May 2004 when he made it clear that its ratification and approval was just one of five key 
challenges for the future of Europe, even if it was crucial to create a more efficient and democratic 
Union. The other four he listed were: enlarging the EU beyond the accession of the 10 Member 
States that had joined that year; transforming the EU into a force for peace and development at 
global level; defeating terrorism inside and outside Europe; and creating the financial capacity for 
the EU to implement existing policies, which he considered insufficient. He feared that this financial 
incapacity would 'lead to a crisis over the coming years within our Europe, a crisis which I trust will 
be overcome. It will be overcome simply by adhering to a basic principle, the principle of solidarity. 
Solidarity, not fruitless rivalries or ridiculous aspirations to hegemony: that is the message that I 
wanted to leave you with my departure'.13 

Life after the European Parliament: Intellectual and European 
activist (2006-2023) 
Gil-Robles believed that the Treaty of Lisbon, which followed the failure of the Constitutional Treaty 
still marked a step forward. It maintained a large part of the Constitutional Treaty, so that it could be 
called 'a constitution in all but name'. The removal of the constitutional language and symbols was 
immaterial for him, as long as the content remained largely unchanged. This included, in particular, 
the principles of the EU. For him the key term was solidarity, as the core of the Christian democratic 
political tradition. In contrast, he did not support the EPP's demand during the Constitutional 
Convention to include a reference to the EU's Christian heritage, which he feared could be abused 
by those wishing to attack Muslim migrants in Europe.14 

As soon as he left the European Parliament, Gil-Robles was awarded a Jean Monnet Chair, hosted by 
the School of Political Sciences and Sociology of the Complutense University in Madrid, where he 
had started teaching more than 40 years earlier. In 2006, in coordination with the other two 
Jean Monnet Chairs, Professors Manuel Núñez Encabo and Francisco Aldecoa Luzárraga (future 

Gil-Robles and the European Parliament 
President, Pat Cox, at the presentation of 
the speeches of the former European 
Parliament President, 29 January 2003 
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President of the CFEME), Gil-Robles established the Truyol y Serra Jean Monnet Centre of Excellence, 
with himself as director, to put his experience and contacts at the service of the largest public 
university in Spain. He organised a variety of academic events and publications relating to the past, 
present and future of European integration. In May 2006, Gil-Robles also became president of the 
Association of former MEPs, for four years, succeeding Lord Henry Plumb, its first president. Until 
2014, Gil-Robles was president of the prestigious Jean Monnet Foundation in Lausanne, which 
asked him to take the helm following the death of the Polish intellectual and liberal MEP, Bronisław 
Geremek, in 2008. The Foundation's activities include preserving the heritage and archives of Jean 
Monnet and other important great Europeans. Gil-Robles himself entrusted his personal archives to 
the Foundation, which is currently chaired by one of his successors as EP President, Pat Cox. 

Throughout his career as an intellectual and politician, Gil-Robles received many European and non-
European distinctions. These included the Schuman Medal, awarded by the EPP Group in the 
European Parliament (1995); the Jean Monnet Gold Medal of the European Parliament (2000); and 
the French Legion d'Honneur (2000). In Spain, in addition to the Cross of Agricultural Merit, 
Gil-Robles received the Grand Cross of the Order of Isabella the Catholic and the Grand Cross of Civil 
Merit, and was made an Honorary Citizen of the City of Salamanca.  

As academic honours, Gil-Robles received honorary doctorates from the Moscow State Institute of 
International Relations, from the Catholic University of Chile, and from Sofia University in Bulgaria. 
For many decades, he incarnated the Spanish tradition of Christian democracy and he devoted 
much of his life to the European project at its core. As he left no memoirs and his biography has yet 
to be written, much remains to be explored about the life and writings of Gil-Robles, who died in 
Madrid on 13 February 2023. 
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