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As a Spanish career diplomat, I have been through a 
variety of experiences but none as complex and exciting 
as being part of the Universal Exposition of Seville 
1992. Let me summarize some basic facts that can be 
used as a yardstick for Dubai 2020. 

1. Seville 92 was inaugurated on April 20, 1992 
and closed on October 12, 1992 – the 500th 
anniversary of Columbus’s discovery of 
America, celebrating the Spanish expedition 
that pioneered globalization. Expo Seville was 
open 176 days, of 19 hours each, making it the 
longest in the history of universal expositions.  

2. It had 156 participants: 110 countries, 
23 international organizations, plus all 17 
Spanish autonomous communities (equivalent 
to “states”), and 6 large multinational  
corporations with their own pavilions. At the time,  
these numbers made Seville 92 the largest 
exposition. 

3. The Expo site – an island in the Guadalquivir 
River – occupied an area of 215 hectares, the 
largest urban space treated to a programme of 
gardening and reforestation combined with an 
innovative system of bioclimatic conditioning, 
with a total of 44 hectares of parks and over 
half a million new planted trees and bushes. The 
Exposition’s architecture and urban design were 
practically barrier-free, which allowed for 80,000 
visits by people of determination. Shadow in  
Seville’s summer was a functional 
imperative: there were 9 kilometres of 
corridors covered by plants (watered by an 

innovative micronized system) for visitors 
to comfortably move between pavilions.  

4. Total surface built was 653,135 square meters, 
including pavilions, service buildings and 
entertainment facilities. Of those, 370,000 
square meters were built by participants. 
35,000 persons worked at Expo 92, of which 
around 10,000 were participants’ personnel.  

5. The final visitors’ count was 41,814,571, which 
resulted in a daily average of 237,583 visits. 
Of those visitors, 33.5% was non-Spaniards. 
The measure of visitor satisfaction, determined 
through polling, remained high throughout.  

6. The theme of an international expo is of 
paramount importance. Throughout the six 
months of Expo 92 more than 400 lectures, 
seminars and congresses were held, related to 
various aspects of the official theme – “The Age 
of Discovery.” The organizers built 10 thematic 
pavilions all related to the human capacity 
to discover. In this respect, I believe Seville 
92 and Dubai 2020 share a parallel vision. 

7. The culture and entertainment programme was 
also a remarkable field for cooperation between 
organizers and participants: out of 30,987 
performances by some 35,000 artistes, 19,697 
were presented by the organizers and 11,290 
by the participants. From opera, theatre, ballet, 
classical music to cinema, and popular music 
festivals. And for six months Seville 92 was the 
largest art museum in the world, with over 6,000 
pieces – from pre-historical pieces to modern 
art. In addition, national cuisines were offered 
to visitors at 91 outlets, with a total capacity 
of 10,000 seats and over 1,000 dish varieties.  

8. The significance of the large international 
participation in Expo Seville 92 is better 
appreciated if the striking international context 
is considered. Seville 92 was the first post-cold war 
exposition, at the end of what was called the “short 
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century: 1914-1989”. Over its preparatory years, 
it had to survive one of the most surprising and 
dynamic periods in contemporary history. From 
the fall of the Berlin Wall to the first Gulf War; 
from the liberation of Nelson Mandela and the 
dismantling of apartheid to the start of Peace talks 
on the Middle East (the Madrid 1991 Middle East 
Peace Conference); the economic atmosphere 
surrounding budget decisions of both organizers 
and participants were also felt. At the last 
moment, Iraq, Iran, Yemen and Libya cancelled 
their participation. The Dubai Expo organizers are 
aware of the need to be prepared and respond 
to unexpected changes of circumstances.  

9. Seville 92 protocol services managed 162 high-
level visits: 77 heads of state or government; 44 
members of Royal Houses; 20 Vice Presidents; 
and 21 heads of international organizations.  

10. On what has been called “the media dividend”, it 
is worth mentioning that Expo 92 was covered 
by 23,900 journalists on behalf of 8,491 media 
from 86 countries. Of these journalists, 10,854 
reported for 5,759 non-Spanish media. Seville 
92 established its own TV service – “Tele-
Expo” – which worked together with 161 
broadcasters: a total of 770 TV networks 
from around the world reported directly on 
Seville 92’s daily events. Let me point out 
that at the time the Internet was in its infancy 
– and smart phones did not exist. Obviously, 
Dubai 2020 will benefit from the incomparable 
exponential global interconnection that modern 
cybernetic media technology now provides.  

11. Expo Seville 92 brought about some of the 
largest public investment programmes in 
infrastructure. From vastly improved and 
modernized telecommunications to highways 
connecting the centre of Spain to the south 
(Seville-Madrid double carriageways); the first 
high-speed train in Spain (Madrid-Seville); new 
airport terminals in Seville and nearby cities 
(Malaga, Jerez). In Seville itself, besides new 
ring-roads, seven new bridges were built over the 
Guadalquivir River, leading to a further integration 
of the river along its urban run. A World Trade 
Centre and a new large Convention Centre was 
built. A rigorous and demanding programme of 
rehabilitation of the city´s historical quarters 
considerably updated its conservation. Investment 
in tourist facilities facilitated multiplying the 
visitors by a factor of seven and maintaining 
until today new levels of tourism activities.  

12. The legacy is a determinant component to judge 
the success of an international exposition. Besides 
creating new cultural demands in the society, there 
is no question that the reuse of its grounds is one 
of the most important aspects of any universal 
exposition. Seville 92 started as early as 1989 to plan 

for the post-Expo. The project “Cartuja 1993” turned 
the Expo site (which in 1987 was agricultural land) 
into one of the most advanced and sophisticated 
science and technology parks in Europe. Today over 
200 companies with more than 15,000 employees, 
plus 5,000 university students give life to what was 
the Expo site. The architectural heritage is no less 
remarkable and many pavilions still stand and are 
now the headquarters of corporations, research 
organizations or cultural centres. The large Plaza 
de America has become the School of Industrial 
Engineering, Telecommunications and Chemistry. 

Lessons learned

For Dubai 2020 – postponed to 2021 due to the 
pandemic – a few useful lessons can be put forward.  

1. A universal exposition is a collective enterprise: 
the sum of the financial resources, human 
resources and creative imagination of the host 
country plus all participants. It is an event that has 
to be jointly invented anew each time it takes 
place. I am sure that the organizing team of Dubai 
2020 is aware of this. Therefore, the relations 
between the organization and the College of 
Commissioners General (the representatives of 
the member states of the Bureau International 
des Expositions, the body in charge of overseeing 
and regulating all international expositions) will 
demand a constant flexibility and understanding. 
Further, Seville 92 found that public-private 
participation was a winning combination. 

2. Following the trail of previous expositions – 
Montreal 67, Osaka 70 – Seville 92 facilitated 
participation of less developed countries. A 
number of common pavilions were built to be 
jointly operated: the American Plaza (all Latin-
American countries (except Mexico, Venezuela, 
Cuba, Puerto Rico); the African Plaza; the South 
Pacific Islands Pavilion. The postponement 
could help Dubai 2020 still consider this. 

3. Never is it too early to prepare – and review and 
refine – the post Expo utilization of the site and its 
architectural structures. The success of a universal 
exposition does not just depend on six months’ 
good memories, but also on the legacy, on what 
remains after the closing ceremony for the benefit 
of the organizing country. 

Let me end by quoting and agreeing with French 
intellectual Regis Debray when he stated that “a 
universal expo is an improbable hybrid between the 
intellectual ambition of the Encyclopaedia and the 
communication and entertainment techniques of 
EPCOT”. The Universal Exposition of Seville 1992, 
besides being a global cultural platform, consciously 
strived to reflect humanity’s concerns at the time, and 
the hope of moving towards a better world. I have no 
doubt that Dubai 2020 – almost 30 years later – will 
successfully display the same ambition. 


