UPDATE ON SPANISH POLITICS – 10TH MAY 2011 by Kevin Bruton
Before going on to look at local and regional elections in Spain on 22nd May, it is worth highlighting some of the main political headlines of the past few weeks.

Firstly – the thorny issue of whether or not the new Basque political grouping, Bildu, should legally be allowed to put forward candidates at the 22nd May elections.  Bildu is an amalgam of small Basque nationalist parties and individuals, quite separate to the PNV (the large Basque Nationalist Party comparable to the SNP in the UK).  Bildu comprises two legal parties, Eusko Alkartasuna, and Alternatiba (which between them have 59 local councils under their control in the Basque country and Navarra) and a number of so-called ‘independents’.  This latter grouping has been widely accused of being linked with the Basque terrorist group ETA.

After going through various law courts, the issue of whether Bildu could stand on 22nd May eventually wound up with Spain’s Supreme Court (the Tribunal Supremo) which banned them from standing.  There is, however, one legal body higher even than the Supreme Court in Spain and that is the Constitutional Court (the Tribunal Constitucional) which decided on 5th May (by a margin of 6 votes to 5!) to allow Bildu to stand.

In the run up to 22nd May, the decision has been a bombshell in electoral politics.  The main opposition party, PP, are accusing PSOE of allowing ETA an official outlet for their terrorist views, while PSOE have charged PP with attempting to use the hitherto non-partisan issue of the anti-terrorist campaign to party- political advantage.

The Bildu issue, however, although absorbing news time in Spain, has not pushed into the background the main concern of the vast majority of Spaniards – unemployment.  The figures for the first quarter of the year were published on 29th April and reveal an official figure of 4.9 million people unemployed.  A few of these terrifying statistics are worth repeating:
1)   2.4 million jobs have been lost in the last 3 years,
2)    45% of all young people (under the age of 25) have no employment,
3)  Spain’s unemployment rate of 21.3% is the worst in the EU (compare Germany at 7.1%   which is the ‘best’),
4)    1.38 million households have no-one in employment.

Finally the regional breakdown on unemployment is worth mentioning.  Of Spain’s 17 Regions the worst is Andalusia (with 29.68%) followed by the Canaries (with 28.52%).  Valencia ranks 7th of the 17 with 24.12%, while the Basque Country is the least bad with 11.61%.

 The election campaign began officially on 6th May and, as one would expect, unemployment has been to the forefront in campaign speeches since then – one of PP’s main slogans is ‘Jobs Now’ (Ahora Empleo) although no proposals have been put forward as to how to create jobs.
On 22nd May local elections will be held in over 8,000 ‘municipios’ (local councils – some as large as Madrid or Barcelona and some the size of a village) and regional parliamentary elections will take place in 13 of Spain’s 17 Regions.
The national leadership of PSOE began the campaign in Madrid while PP did so in Seville, a long-time PSOE stronghold which PP think they can capture at regional level on 22nd May.  The Prime Minister, Zapatero , has already been all over Spain and on 8th May, two days before this update, he was in the northern coastal town of Gijón (a former centre of shipbuilding and coal-mining).  Addressing the issue of unemployment, Zapatero came out with a new line, namely that the causes go back to the PP governments of the early 1990s and before, when free rein was given to the construction industry.  He admitted that PSOE also did nothing about this from 2004 to 2007 and said that “We are all paying for the excesses of the past”.

Zapatero stressed again the social welfare, health and education measures taken over the past 7 years of PSOE government and said that 75% of the unemployed receive benefit.  He also stated that PP is the most right-wing of all right-wing main-stream parties in Europe, that they have no answers to the crisis and no social policy at all.
The PP leader, Mariano Rajoy, speaking on 8th May in Madrid, made no mention of Bildu and repeated his usual harangue of government failures without adducing any positive measures to combat the crisis.

In opinion polls nationally PP are still 10.4% points ahead of PSOE.  It is interesting, therefore, that across Spain’s Regions that PP have rejected invitations by PSOE to engage in televised debates prior to 22nd May (the only exception is the Madrid region).

In our own Region of Valencia on 6th May on Canal 9, the regional TV channel, the four leaders of the biggest political parties in the region appeared, including of course, Camps the PP leader and Jorge Alarte leader of PSOE/PSPV.  This was not a televised debate but rather four monologues with no interaction or reaction from candidates.  Alarte for PSOE tried hard to present himself as a genuine alternative to Camps; his main promises were to increase health-spending, to create 200,000 new jobs for the young unemployed, to prioritise the coastal railway link between Valencia and Alicante and to clean up the Generalitat, the regional Government.

Finally, Spain’s economy, with growth up only 0.2% in the first quarter of the year, is flat-lining like the UK’s.  We have all seen the effects of the recession and unemployment on ordinary people – charity collections, food parcels etc.  An apparently dry item, in Las Provincias newspaper on 30th April, on petrol consumption in the Valencia Region has brought this home even further.  In the past three years 98 octane sales have gone down by 42.4% while sales of diesel have decreased by 15.7%.  The report included a moving account from a garage forecourt owner of how more and more people are stopping to put 5 euros of petrol in their car.  This was accompanied by a quote from one of these customers saying “At first I felt ashamed and humiliated.  Now, so many are doing it, it doesn’t seem to matter any more”. 
