UPDATE ON SPANISH POLITICS – 12TH  JULY 2011 by Kevin Bruton

Just three days ago Alfredo Pérez Rubalcaba was finally and officially confirmed as PSOE Candidate to fight the next General Election.   He had already left his Cabinet positions causing a minor reshuffle.  
Rubalcaba made an impassioned speech which was, in his own words, “ambitious and realistic” but was also, self-confessedly, more about principles than policies.  His three overall commitments were “to widen democracy” by looking at the Electoral Law in Spain (an obvious obéisance to the 15th May Movement – 15-M), to improve the economy generally, and to focus on job creation.
His only specific promises were: firstly, to examine a tax on banks’ profits (Spain, unlike the UK, Germany and France, has done nothing about this hitherto); and, secondly, to reintroduce an Inheritance Tax.  Both of these could, of course, already have been done by the Zapatero Government.  He reiterated the importance of PSOE’s “Political Conference”, now scheduled for the weekend of 30th September to 2nd October, which would be crucial in drawing up a manifesto for the General Election.
This General Election is still, according to Zapatero, scheduled for March 2012 although the pressure from PP, Catalan Nationalists and the right-wing press to call an early election is increasing day by day.  For the first time in Spanish history, Internet/Twitter etc will have a crucial role in the election.  More than 136,000 people followed Rubalcaba’s speech on Saturday via his website.  On Facebook 4,000 had signed up by Sunday evening.  10,000 had visited Twitter, with another 3,000 visits to Youtube.
A brief update on the aftermath of 22nd May Elections.  Supporters of a Spanish-type voting system (the D’Hondt system of party lists) should not be impressed by the fact that 51 days after the Elections numerous municipalities across the country still have not resolved which party or parties will govern them.  Two Regions, Asturias and Aragón, are still negotiating pacts or alliances.
Meanwhile the total farce in the Extremadura Region has been resolved.  It is a Region in which PSOE has been in control of the Regional Parliament since the post-Franco Transition until the 22nd May.  On that date PSOE lost enough seats to need to rely upon the three elected members of Izquierda Unida (the Communist Party) in order to continue to have a majority over PP.  Incredibly, for a Party constantly lambasting the Socialist Party for its “right-wing measures” the three IU Regional MPs (despite being condemned by their own Party nationally) abstained in the vote for a new Regional Government and the right-wing PP will now govern Extremadura.
If the only hope remaining for the Left is the 15-M Movement, let us briefly see what has been happening.  Although most of the protesters’ encampments have broken up, two new developments have hit the media headlines.  In Palma de Mallorca on 3rd July a “non-authorised demo” was organised by the 15-M.  The pólice charge was violent with 2 arrested and many hurt.  A week later, on 10th July 1,000 15-M protesters, again demonstrated in Palma de Mallorca against the new Regional PP Government awarding Cabinet Members a yearly salary increase of 26,146€!  Once more there were violent clashes.

Also, 15-M supporters from all over Spain are marching on Madrid.  There are 6 different routes in a kind of contemporary political version of the famous Santiago de Compostela pilgrims’ route and the marchers will all meet in Madrid on 23rd July.

Valencia saw the first marchers leave the city on 20th June and, although the number of marchers arguably is small,(about 100 for each of the 6 routes) they are receiving tremendous support from the streets of the villages and towns they pass through.

Corruption cases continue and proliferate across Spain.  In Valencia, PP say that, even if the courts find the head of the Regional Government, Francisco Camps, guilty of corruption they will pay his fine and he will continue in his role despite embarrassment for the national leadership of PP.  In Alicante, meanwhile, the Brugal construction scandal involving the PP council is still going through the courts.
However, the newest and biggest news in the Corruption Stakes is the extraordinary scandal of the SGAE (Sociedad General de Autores y Editores), the national independent body which overseas the payment of copyright and royalties to authors and editors.  A major fraud has been going on here – over 25 million euros so far is unaccounted for – with those running the scheme facing criminal charges, including the wonderfully named Teddy Bautista.

From the C-word (corruption) to the X–word (xenophobia).  In Catalonia both PP and the Catalan Nationalists are exceeding even their own normal xenophobic tendencies.  The PP Mayor of Badalona is proposing a mínimum of 6 years’ residence before immigrants can access any municipal aid or subsistence, eg free school meals.  In the the municipality of Salt (near Gerona) the mayor from the main Catalan Nationalist Party, is advocating a quota for immigrants and a bar to any municipal housing.  The mayor, Jaume Torramadé, himself faces corruption charges.
A tiny post-script.  There is a Spanish connection to the News Corporation phone-hacking saga.  José María Aznar, Prime Minister from 1996 to 2004 for the PP Party, sits on the board of News Corporation and is a close friend of Rupert Murdoch.  Aznar, personally and via his right-wing foundation, has very close links with right-wing newspapers here (ABC, El Mundo, La Razón etc).  Watch this space!  

