UPDATE ON SPANISH POLITICS -  10TH JANUARY 2012

by Kevin Bruton
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In Spain H G Wells has obviously been writing the script recently since “The Invisible Man” sums up the last eight weeks since Mariano Rajoy was elected.  With economic measures announced since the end of 2011, and all by other ministers and not by Rajoy, my real concern for Spaniards is that this will turn into another H G Wells novel “The History of Mr Polly” which recounts the story of an incompetent shopkeeper who escapes his predicament by burning down his own shop! 
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But, before going on to discuss the economic measures, Rajoy, on 21st December, finally revealed his cabinet, a cabinet called by El País “un gobierno de amigos y fieles”  (a government of his friends and the faithful), with a number of Ministers plucked from prívate enterprise or from the Regions.  A brief comment on two of these will suffice.  Firstly, the Secretary of State for the Economy and Competitiveness, a beefed-up Ministry arguably with more weight than the Treasury, is not in Parliament, nor is he a member of PP.  He was, however, in 2008, head of Lehman Brothers in Spain when the crash came.  The other Cabinet Minister worth mentioning is the new Justice Minister, Alberto Ruíz Gallardón, until now Mayor of Madrid and for many years a potential candidate for leadership of PP.  Gallardón’s move to central government leaves as new Mayor of Madrid Ana Botella, the wife of José María Aznar, ex-PM for PP from 1996 to 2004.

Of the new Cabinet 9 are men and 4 are women, whereas Zapatero’s last Cabinet had more women than men. The average age of 55 is the oldest average in the post-Franco era (with the first general election in June 1977).  Terrifyingly to the present writer, the Cabinet nominees confirm an anti-democratic trend apparent in earlier governments of both PP and PSOE but which is now blatant.  Of the 13 major Cabinet posts only 7 are actually MPs and sit in the Congreso, the lower House of the Spanish Parliament.  This fact seems to have escaped comment nationally or internationally but appears to this commentator endemic to central party control and a potential for corruption.

On 30th December PP Ministers (NOT Rajoy) announced an initial package of tax increases and spending cuts, to the tune of 15 billion euros, with the aim, they said, of reducing Spain’s budget deficit to the 4.4% level required by the EU and IMF by year end 2012.  To use the term “lying to the electorate” would be a massive understatement.  Throughout the General Election campaign PP promised they would NOT raise taxes in government.  Even during the investiture debate in Parliament in mid-December Rajoy said he would  NOT increase tazes.

And yet, less than two weeks later, a huge income tax increase was announced on all incomes in 2012 and 2013, ranging from 0.75% at the lowest level to a 7% increase for incomes above 300,000€.  An increase in IBI, or council tax, was also announced.  These tax hikes were accompanied by the largest cut in public expenditure in Spain’s recent history – a cut of 8.9 billion euros which is, however, only the first three-month tranche of further and bigger spending cuts at national and regional level.

All government departments are being cut and all people in Spain will be affected.  Public sector workers’ salaries are frozen.  The working week goes up from 35 to 37.5 hours.  Long-term unemployment benefit is axed.  Carers’ allowances are axed or postponed while rent subsidies to young people are abolished.  Furthermore, RENFE is cut by 200 million euros while Research and Development (where Spain lags behind most EU countries and where more investment is desperately needed) is slashed by 600 million euros.  And this is just a brief summary of the main cuts inflicted.  Only the lowest pensions will rise in 2012, by 1%.  More pain is to come and it is being felt now by the Trades Unions in Spain.

Just over six months ago a new Social and Economic Accord was reached between the Trades Unions, the Employers Confederations and the Zapatero Govenment.  And yet this very week the PP Government is forcing the Trades Union leaders to sit down with employers and sign up to a retrograde Labour Reform Law which will see workers incomes fall this year in Spain and will see full-time jobs being turned into part-time or temporary work, or disappear altogether.  The gun is pointed at the Trades Unions leaders’ heads and if they do not agree to a deal which, from their point of view, mitigates the worst effects of the cuts for their members, the PP Government will pull the trigger and, with their overall majority, push through Parliament a much more draconian edict.

PSOE, after a heavy election defeat, is effectively leaderless, at least until 4th February when, during the 38th Party Congress, a new ‘Secretario General’, or leader, will be elected to replace Zapatero who has been in the job for over 11 years.  The two main, and possibly only candidates will be, again, Alfredo Pérez Rubalcaba, ex-deputy PM and Minister of the Interior, and Carme Chacón, ex-Secretary of State for Defence.  It will be remembered that Chacón last May withdrew from a bid to become the PSOE candidate to fight the General Election, leaving Rubalcaba to face the anticipated massacre.

[image: image3.jpg](5:




Now both are vying for PSOE leadership.  An ‘Update on Spanish Politics’ from last spring profiled both of these candidates in more detail.  In brief, the leadership election appears more a choice of personality and perhaps of age and gender than of ideology: the 61-year old Rubalcaba, long identified with the Madrid region against the 41-year old Chacón, top of the party list in Cataluña at the General Election.  Interestingly, Rubalcaba chose the headquarters of UGT (the Socialist Trade Union) in Madrid to announce his candidature.  Chacón, who has spent all her life in Cataluña announced her bid in a symbolic location on 7th January – a place she calls “mi otra tierra” (my other home) ie the ‘pueblo’ of Olula del Río in Almería where her republican father was born.  Almería, of course, is part of Andalucía and it is perhaps no coincidence that Andalucía has almost a quarter of all the delegates  to the February Congress.  It is also why Rubalcaba was in Seville on 10th January.

At the Congress 972 PSOE delegates from across Spain will decide who is to be leader.  They represent the 217,028 officially paid-up party members with Andalucía, a PSOE stronghold, sending 234 delegates.  Chacón’s fear is that her Catalán political background will count against her in the election while Rubalcaba is worried that an adversary 20 years younger than himself may be able to project herself as the future for PSOE.  While both candidates look towards 4th February PSOE members generally are casting an anxious look to regional elections on 25th March in Andalucía, a Region which PP think they can win for the first time.

In the Valencia Region the ‘new’ head Alberto Fabra (just as the previous leader Camps is again in court on corruption charges) has had a cabinet reshuffle and appointed as his deputy José Ciscar, a 50-year old with a reputation for dialogue and negotiation.  Cynically, this may be because he started in 1999 heading the list of ‘Cuidadanos por Moraira’, campaigning against PP and, with the massive foreign vote, won the local elections in Teulada/Moraira.  Soon afterwards he at first negotiated with PP and then joined PP, winning once more in Teulada.  Now this expert ‘negotiator’ has major power at regional level.

On 4th January Fabra, after six months of paralysis, also announced regional cuts in Valencia.  The public sector faces 271 million euros in cuts which will affect all public sector workers.  Temporary jobs are reduced in number and in hours, many teachers will not be paid in July and August while other cuts will be made in Education, Health and Social Services.  Clearly, the PP neo-liberal agenda is being applied regionally as well as nationally.

Finally, a few words about the abortion scandal in Navarra, one of the smallest of Spain’s 17 Regions, adjacent to the Basque Country.  Spain effectively legalised abortion (or to be more accurate removed criminal penalties for abortion) in 1985.  However, in Navarra, alone of Spain’s Regions, it has never been possible to obtain an abortion until one clinic opened in October 2011.  This incredible state of affairs is due to pressure by Opus Dei, the extreme Catholic right-wing group, which is powerful economically, socially and politically in Navarra.  Opus Dei has its own University in Pamplona, the Region’s capital, and has effectively prevented Navarra from granting the abortion rights available in the other 16 Regions of Spain.  The new clinic has been besieged night and day by demonstrating Opus Dei supporters while hundreds of women in Navarra attempt to fulfil their legal rights to an abortion.

A double post-script.  

Firstly, an encouragement to readers of this Update to purchase the daily newspaper ‘Público’ whenever possible, because it is threatened with closure.  Público stated in September 2007 and is a genuine left-wing alternative to the rabid right-wing newspapers which, with the exception of ‘El País’ set an extreme agenda in Spain.  

Secondly, British readers of this Update will be ‘amused’ at the Sunday Times front page of 18th December 2011 which outlines plans by the Foreign Office to evacuate expats who could be left ‘stranded by the eurozone crisis’.  Th Foreign Office said it was “drawing on experiences of other mass evacuations such as during the 2006 war between Hezbollah and Isreal where the UK sent warships to evacuate expats from the Lebanon”.  Readers will be relieved to hear that “among the contingency plans being discussed are sending planes, ships and coaches to carry out the evacuation.”  The present writer will of course be waiting for the good ship Britannia to come to the rescue!!
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