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The tensions between intelligence and democracy can never be entirely resolved.
1
 In 

new and relatively new democracies like Portugal, the relationship between the 

intelligence organizations of the state and democracy appears to be delicate. Areas 

such as the interagency cooperation, the oversight mechanisms of the state, the role of 

the police and the military appear to be quite subtle. Owing to cultural constraints, 

resistance to change may arise in (relatively) new democracies.
2
 Past legacies hold the 

Portuguese intelligence community (IC) behind from democratizing itself quickly and 

effectively. 

The political or secret police (PIDE) constituted the most significant pillar of the 

Portuguese intelligence during the dictatorship, which lasted roughly from 1934 to 

1975. It can be argued that the illegal practices applied by the PIDE, directed the 

Portuguese public opinion even after the end of the authoritarian regime, resulting in 

the tremendous delay to intelligence democratization. Unfortunately, the declassified 

documents on the actions of the Portuguese secret police were limited until the 

1990’s.  

A fundamental function of PIDE was to control or neutralize any groups or persons 

who were deemed to be a threat to the Dictatorship. Social ‘order’ was a key driver in 

the dictatorship in Portugal and is well mirrored in the oath every official had to take 

before working in the government.
3
  Other functions of PVDE (ex-PIDE) as it was 

originally called when created in 1932 were: functions of criminal investigative 

police, international police, internal security, counter-intelligence and foreign 

intelligence. Moreover, the PVDE functions included immigration and emigration 

control, border surveillance and prison administration services.
4
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The powers of the PVDE were continuously increasing, especially after the passage of 

decrees in 1943 and 1945.
5
 The decrees stated that convicted persons would receive 

different penalties. Portuguese people would lose their political rights whereas the 

foreigners would be automatically expelled.
6
 One main difference with the UK system 

was that the PVDE had actually the power to arrest. The general perception on the 

Portuguese secret police is that it is/was ‘GESTAPO-trained’ or ‘‘modelled on the 

GESTAPO.’’
7
 This reference was first encountered in American secret intelligence 

documents in 1942. The information on the GESTAPO influence was collected by 

Portuguese opposition informants. The German influence on the PVDE is more 

apparent after the  Spanish Civil War, 1936-1939, when some German intelligence or 

police agents visited Lisbon and made contact with PVDE through the intelligence 

and police services at Franco’s National Headquarters regarding surveillance over 

Spanish Republican and communist refugees and agents.
8
 The practices used by the 

PVDE were extremely inhumane.
9
 This shows a closer collaboration between the 

Portuguese and the German police at that period of time. 

Apart from the relationship among the PVDE and the British and Germans, another 

relationship was important, the PVDE’s relationship with the Spanish intelligence and 

police services during the Franco dictatorship. The PVDE turned over the Spanish 

Republicans and communists to the Francoist government.
10

  

In 1974, Caetano was overthrown and the successive government started trying to 

create a democratic intelligence system. Unfortunately, this effort dragged on for 

almost thirteen years and stemmed from political restrains. Portugal has a long 

tradition in dealing with the conflict between the leftists and rightists. The result is to 

distract their attention from an effective reform. In the post-Fascist Portugal, the 

public perception of intelligence and the secret police had reasonably remained in the 

Fascist period.
11

 Portugal was not prepared to transfer into another regime; the change 

came rather abruptly.  

Following the revolution in 1974 and the transition to democracy, Portugal’s 

intelligence system passed on to the military hands. The Intelligence Department 

(Dinfo) of the second Section of the Army General Staff (EMGFA) collected 

information with Section E, the Technical Section being responsible for operational 

intelligence. Cavaco Silva, who served as Portugal’s Prime Minister during 1985-

1995, and is the current re-elected Portuguese President, was the first Prime Minister 

since 1974 to command an absolute single-party majority in parliament and hence was 

able to monopolize the Portuguese legislative process.
12

 

What is more, Portugal’s admission in the European Economic Community (EEC) 

underlined the necessity of the reform in the intelligence field.
13

 An ‘umbrella 

organization’, the Intelligence System of the Portuguese Republic (SIRP) was set over 

three branches: the Strategic Information Defence System (SIED), responsible for 

operations abroad, the Security Intelligence Service (SIS), in charge for domestic 
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security, and the re-named Dinfo, the Military Intelligence Service (SIM), responsible 

for military issues.
14

  

The fear of showing a similar pre-transition to democracy face by the SIS is so great 

that it does not even anonymously admits any telephone-tapping or any other 

violation of privacy. Yet, Social Democrats had insistently complained on this kind of 

illegal practices applied by the SIS.
15

 Illegal practices indicate the levels of the 

legacies in Portugal. The result was that ‘after a decade of democratic rule, Portugal 

finally had its first civil intelligence service, under an historical context unfavorable to 

the existence of intelligence services.’
16

 

In 1993, the Ministry of Defence was reorganized. As a result, the structure of the 

Military Information System was replaced by the Military Intelligence Division 

(DIMIL). The DIMIL was then incorporated in the Operations Centre of Armed 

Forces (CoFAR) of EMGFA. The DIMIL was responsible for the ‘‘production of 

information necessary for the on-going assessment of threats to military security.’’
17

  

The Information Services and Military (SIEDM) which was actually the merger of 

SIED and SIM, is the ‘‘agency for the production of information that contributes to 

the safeguarding of national independence, national interests, the Portuguese external 

security of the State, to meet the missions of the Armed forces and military 

security.’’
18

  

In 2004, given the emergence of the ‘new threats’, the Portuguese IC had to 

restructure and reorganize itself on human resources and to create a ‘unified 

direction’. Portugal followed changes similar to the ones the majority of the ICs 

around the world established in order to deal with the new threats.
19

 More changes to 

the Framework Law of SIRP were introduced. Four structures were founded in 2007, 

common to both services. These were the human resources, finance and general 

support, information technology and security.
20

  

From the above it is clear that the system is monopolised and all the authorities are 

centralised in the Secretary General’s hands, something that can result in the 

politicization of intelligence. The Secretary General has total jurisdiction over the 

recruitment and the training of the personnel, the data and the security of the system. 

He/she is also the director general of intelligence who controls both the internal and 

the external branches of the system. Although the purpose of the merger of the 

services was to act as a unified entity which can guarantee the Portuguese national 

security, the practicality of it is debatable as all powers are centralised in one person’s 

hands. Yet, it is essential to underline that SIRP has its own internal control 

mechanism which provides oversight.
21

 

The Portuguese IC has managed to take some important steps although it has been 

slow. The establishment of intelligence courses on an academic level could be the first 

step for more educated NIS personnel. Also, the IC needs to establish educational 
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programs which can broaden the knowledge of the recruits, advance their analytical 

skills and also, enrich knowledge of the social science methods. The Portuguese 

intelligence community has been forged around the remnants of Salazar’s regime as 

analysed further above. I
22

t has not yet established a stable democratized intelligence 

community and there is still a lot to be done in order for it to accomplish it. In this 

study it was shown that past legacies hold the Portuguese IC behind from 

democratizing itself quickly and effectively. 
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