UPDATE ON SPANISH POLITICS  - 11TH OCTOBER 2011

by Kevin Bruton
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Firstly, the general election on 20th November: this is still six weeks away, although the official campaign is only three weeks long.  It is worth remembering the significance of the date chosen by Zapatero for the general election, since 20th November was the day that Franco died in 1975.  It is also the day when José Antonio Primo de Rivera,  the founder of the Falange, the Spanish Fascist party, was executed in Alicante prison in 1936.  Both, of course, are buried side by side in the Valle de los Caídos near Madrid, the Fascist monument built over the dead bodies of the Republican prisoners who constructed it.

Returning to this year’s general election, the past two weekends have witnessed the National Convention of PP in Málaga and the so-called ‘Political Conference’ of PSOE.  The PP Convention was called by El País the “Convención programática sin programa” or “ the Manifesto conference without a manifesto”.
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The PP leader Rajoy’s keynote address was totally and deliberately devoid of any specific commitments other than an abstract wish to pull Spain “out of the mire created by the socialists” and a general (though non-credible) statement that he would work with all parties to do so.   Terrifyingly, one of his closest ‘confidents’ stated that all Spaniards must be prepared to make sacrifices to come out of the tunnel.  This was followed by the nauseatingly familiar refrain (ie familiar from Cameron and the Tory-led coalition in the UK) that “todos nos sacrificamos juntos” – “we’re all in it together”!
Also nauseating for those among us who have been following and living Spanish politics for decades is the PP general election campaign slogan – “Empieza el cambio” or “change is on its way”.  This replicates the famous and more direct campaign slogan of PSOE under Felipe González when it swept to a landslide victory on 28th October in 1982: “Por el cambio” or “For change”.

It is not only PP that expects to win on 20th November, since 29 foreign ambassadors to Spain were present at the PP conference, including the French and Israeli ambassadors.  PP is intentionally not producing a manifestó until the last possible moment.
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PSOE’s conference which finished on 2nd October was specifically about drawing up a manifesto although PSOE Leader, Rubalcaba’s 50-minute speech also avoided any detailed pledges.  It did, however, contain three overall commitments: firstly, a commitment to create jobs on a massive scale by bringing together central government, regional governments, local councils, employers and trades unions; secondly, a promise to maintain unemployment subsidies alongside the Health, Education and Pension systems, all of which are threatened by PP; and thirdly, an undertaking to put an end to massive tax-evasion of both companies and individuals by introducing new legislation while protecting, at the same time, what Rubalcaba termed the “ working classes and middle classes”.
The biggest audience applause from the 3,000 present was when Rubalcaba finished his speech by referring to 20th November and saying  “I will not allow myself to be beaten.  You will not allow yourselves to be beaten.  We CAN win”.  The obvious but perhaps justified response from those to the so-called left of PSOE, such as Izquierda Unida (the Communist Party) was “why didn’t you do this when you were in government?”.

Party lists for the 20th November have been completed.  For general elections lists are compiled on a provincial basis for each on of Spain’s 50 provinces.  The number of MPs per province is broadly proportional to the size of a province’s electorate so that Madrid, for example, has 34 MPs while rural areas, such as Soria, have 7 or 8.  The North African enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla elect one MP each and the total number of MPs is 350.
PSOE under Rubalcaba have deliberately promoted women on party lists.  At the last general election on 2008 12 PSOE heads of list were women.  This has gone up to 19 for the 20th November.

Interestingly, two of the leading campaigners of the 15-M or the ‘indignados’ are on the Izquierda Unida list, although they were previously members of IU.  Among various new parties registered to fight the general election are a new national green party called Equo, who call themselves eco-socialists and in the Basque Country a grouping termed Amaiur, the biggest ever coalition of parties on the so-called nationalist left.

Out there in the street hundreds of thoudands of Spaniards are protesting and demonstrating against PP cuts in numerous regions of Spain.  In Madrid there have been days and days of strike action against the vicious cuts (3,000 teaching jobs and more) announced by Esperanza Aguirre, the PP ‘Thatcher’ of Madrid on 4th July.  On Sunday 2nd October at 12 noon in the centre of Madrid thousands of protesters fell down on the ground as if dead.  Banners proclaimed “State education.  Died in Madrid 4th July 2011.  Teachers, pupils and parents will never forget you.  We pray for your soul”.

In Galicia where cuts have been equally vicious, protests in the last week have focused upon the payouts authorised by the PP-led regional government (and endorsed by the Bank of Spain) to four departing directors of Galicia’s biggest ‘caja’ or savings bank – the Nova Caixa Galicia – which has gone bankrupt but not before a 20-million euro payment was made to the failed directors.

In many other regions of Spain run by PP protests continue but it is worth mentioning the case of Catalonia run by the equally repugnant Convergença, the main Catalan nationalist party.  Here in Catalonia, as part of a raft of public sector cuts, Emergency Services  in Hospitals have been closed after 2pm!

The 15-M have internationalised their struggle.  Last weekend 48 protesters were arrested in Brussels, of whom 27 were Spanish members of 15-M, while other members have been inspiring the protests in Wall Street and elsewhere in the Unites States.  Currently they are planning nationwide Spanish protests for 15th October to coincide with world-wide ‘indignados’ protests.
Moving on to economics, the Spanish govenment is in favour of the Tobin tax on financial transactions, although whether an incoming PP government will sustain this position is another matter.  In the last month the Ratings Agencies (Fitch, Moody’s and Standard and Poors) have down-graded Spain’s overall economic standing and the standings of 12 of Spain’s 17 regions.  However, since Spring of this year Spanish authorities have been pursuing legal action against the ratings agencies claiming that companies linked to the ratings agencies have been buying up stocks or using short-selling tactics to make profits.

Finally, but worthy of interest, is the furore created over the second weekend in October by Josep Antoní Durán Lleida, or Durán for short, leader of the Catalan Convergença in the Spanish Parliament.  Basically, Durán criticised susidies agreed by the regional government to agricultural day-workers (jornaleros) in Andalusia.  He said that “they get the subsidy and drink it all away in the local bar”.  Although Durán has since attempted to retract these comments socialists in Andalusia are forwarding a condemnatory motion to the regional parliament.

Contextually, it is worth recalling that much of Catalonia’s economic wealth in the past century has been founded upon the labours of Andalusian migrants working in the fields of Catalonia or the factories of Barcelona.
Rubalcaba and other socialist leaders have also pointed out the hypocrisy of Durán’s xenophobic comments by revealing to the rest of us that while Durán condemns subsidies to the poor, he, Durán, when in Madrid (and remember he is an MP) ‘LIVES’ in the Hotel Palace near the Spanish Parliament.  Clearly, Spain needs its own MPs’ expenses row.
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