UPDATE ON SPANISH POLITICS  - 8th November  2011

by Kevin Bruton
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The official campaign for Spain’s General Election on 20th November began at midnight on Thursday, 3rd November, and by Friday morning party hoardings were on streets all over Spain.  They proclaim for PP, the right-wing opposition party, virtually certain to win the Election, “Súmate al cambio” (“Join in the movement for change”).  PSOE’s slogan is “Pelea por lo que quieres” (“Fight for what you want/love”).  The most direct message is that of Izquierda Unida, comprising the Communist Party, “Rebélate” (Rebel).
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Party rallies have been held all over Spain and Party manifestos published in an attempt to gain the support of the  36 million Spaniards eligible to vote in the Election.  The Socialist Party Candidate, Alfredo Pérez Rubalcaba, was in Valencia on 6th November with Jorge Alarte, leader of the Valencian Socialists, and Felipe González, PSOE Prime Minister from 1982 to 1996.

A brief summary of the manifestos of the major parties, concentrating on their economic plans, will be helpful.  The PP Manifesto is full of generalities rather than specific commitments and, when challenged on this, PP leaders reply “But we have to see the budget situation first when in government”.  Nevertheless, the main points are as follows: firstly, a promise to reduce taxation for companies in Spain, for capital incomes and for house purchases; secondly, a pledge to cut public expenditure further so as to reduce national debt (the manifestó does not say by how much but in speeches PP leaders have spoken of 40 billion euros); and, thirdly, a plan to reform labour laws to make employment more flexible.  PP do not say, however, how, with these plans alone, they can fulfil the EU directive to Spain to lower the national public deficit from 6% in 2011 to 4.5% by year end 2012.  Most economists in Spain say this is impossible.  
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The PSOE Manifesto contains the following major points: firstly, a reassurance to the Spanish electorate that austerity measures will be directed to those on huge incomes or with vast reserves of capital.  Secondly, the introduction of a wealth tax and a banking tax, the proceeds of which will be used solely to create jobs; thirdly, tax credits will be brought in to help small and medium-sized companies; fourthly, a major campaign against tax evasión, especially by companies will be stepped up (already in 2010 10 billion euros have been recovered); and lastly, a firm commitment to maintain public health, education and pension systems and to sustain unemployment benefit levels.

The single much-publicised TV debate between Rubalcaba and Mariano Rajoy, the PP leader, took place on 7th November.  It lasted virtually two hours and was watched by almost 12 million potential Spanish voters.  The debate was divided into three main blocks: Economy and employment (which took up almost half of the total time), Social policy, and Foreign affairs combined with other matters.  The session was argumentative and bad tempered.  Rubalcaba acted the part of an investigative journalist quizzing somebody with something to hide as he continually pressed Rajoy on PP’s manifesto and what precisely he would do in government.  Clearly Rubalcaba was trying to frighten passive PSOE voters or the undecided to come out and vote on 20th November.  While the Socialist candidate was communicative and expressive after a nervous start, Rajoy was more formal and kept very closely to his pre-prepared script.  The TV debate also mirrored the manifestos in that Rubalcaba was more specific in his proposals while Rajoy kept to generalities.  The socialist candidate came out with two totally new propositions: firstly, that the EU should put back the deadline on Spain’s debt reduction by two years; and, secondly, that a PSOE government under him would look at reducing military expenditure.

Rajoy said that the crisis is not the fault of the USA or the banks or the financial markets but of the PSOE government and quoted deficit figures and unemployment figures (up to nearly 5 million at the end of October) to demonstrate that the PSOE has been “a complete disaster”.  Rubalcaba, in the present writer’s opinión, nailed Rajoy on PP’s manifesto.  He repeatedly asked – “Are you going to cut unemployment benefit?”, “Are you going to increase VAT?” and “Is public health safe with you since there is not one word of reference to it in PP’s manifesto?”.  As Rajoy answered, or rather failed to answer, in generalities, Rubalcaba concluded that all these things (unemployment benefit, VAT rise, public health cuts) were at risk with a PP win on 20th November.  The media reactions to the debate were predictable in that all the daily right-wing newspapers proclaimed Rajoy to be the victor while the left-wing daily, Público, asserted that Rubalcaba had won by unsettling Rajoy.  Many commentators remarked that Rajoy had stuck to his script and recited PSOE government failures while Rubalcaba, in focusing on the PP manifesto, had come out “peleando” (fighting) in an attempt to polarise the vote.

The largest opinion poll published to date, the CIS poll of 4th November, gave PP 47% of the popular vote with PSOE on 30%.  This would give PP 190 to 195 seats in the 350 seat Parliament with PSOE down to only 116 to 121 seats (pre-election figures are PSOE on 169 and PP on 154).  The poll figures would produce the best result in PP’s history and the worst result in PSOE’s.  More disturbingly for PSOE they would win in only 4 of Spain’s 50 Provinces – their traditional heartland of Seville, Barcelona and two of the three provinces in the Basque Country, Guipúzcoa and Vizcaya.  It is worth noting, however, that a quarter of the electorate was undecided.

Meanwhile the outgoing Prime Minister, Zapatero, at a meeting of the G20 on 4th November claimed success in that Spain has not been next in line for EU scrutiny, (Italy, of course coming under  the microscope), despite, Zapatero said, predictions by the UK and several other countries that Spain would be next to fall.

A brief update on the 15-M movement following massive demonstrations on 15th October across Spain and the rest of the world against the crisis, the banks, the markets, the political system, etc.  Since then, the 15-M in Spain has been behind ocupations of vacant dwellings in major cities such as Madrid and Barcelona while, last week, an old market, in prívate hands but unused for years, was occupied in Seville.  The main purpose of these occupations has not been squatting but rather finding places for social interaction, for meetings and “asambleas” (assemblies) and for exchange of opinions on a continuous basis.

To conclude, a few words about education in Spain.  While university standards are rising, much more investment is needed in primary and secondary education.  Figures released by Eurostat at the end of October show Spain with one of the worst records in Europe for school-leaver attainment levels.  Looking at the 18-24 age group, 28% of Spaniards in this group have only compulsory education standard.  In comparison, Italy is at 19%, the UK at 15% and France at 13%, while the EU average of 27 countries is 14%.  Spain is, therefore, double the EU average.  Furthermore, in the league-table of private versus state education, Spain has the second highest provision of prívate education: Belgium is first with 54%, Spain is second with 33% (mostly Catholic schools) and France is third with 15%.

It is no wonder, therefore, that in the TV debate Rubalcaba slammed PP for their education cuts in the Madrid region, in Galicia and elsewhere.  As Rubalcaba said “Spain needs more investment in education not cuts”.  It is a pity, or rather a tragedy, that Rubalcaba and PSOE will not get the chance on 20th November to put these words into action. 

http://www.labintspain.org.uk/Spanish_Politics.htm 

p1

