UPDATE ON SPANISH POLITICS 13TH SEPTEMBER 2011 – by Kevin Bruton
Firstly, the unprecedented and extraordinary agreement between PSOE in government and PP in opposition to change Article 135 of the Spanish Constitution.

The present Constitution, which sets out the individual and collective rights of Spaniards and which was approved by referendum on 6th December 1978, has been widely hailed as one of the most advanced and progressive  “magna cartas” or “bills of rights” in the so-called first world.  It has formed the basis of Spain’s post-Franco society and , since 1978, there have been virtually no changes to it.  This is largely because the procedure for changing the  Constitution has hitherto been lengthy and circumspect: essentially, long deliberation by a constitutional committee , followed by debate in both Houses of the Spanish Parliament, a 60%+ vote in both Houses, followed by a referendum.

All this however, has been short-circuited in the past three weeks by a historic agreement by PSOE and PP which would effectively write into Article 135 a maximum figure for Spain’s structural deficit as a percentage of national GDP.  The agreement sets a ceiling of 3% nationally (deficit as a percentage of GDP) and 0.26% per regional government.  Considering that PP in almost eight years of the Zapatero government have never agreed with anything that PSOE has proposed, their ready acquiescence in this accord is remarkable.
Why, however, push this through parliament on a very short time-scale and, crucially, without a referendum?  There are, I believe, three main reasons: Firstly, a general panic since mid-August with stock-markets collapsing, the euro zone in free-fall and the ECB forced to buy Spanish bonds; secondly, mounting government concerns that the spending of some of the regional governments was spiralling out of control; and thirdly, a sudden realisation that the costs of maintaining Spain’s national health sysyem are increasing by over 6% a year, with the  Health deficit at over 10,000 million euros.

The reaction on the Left in Spain is what I would expect – a realisation that PP is only signing up to the agreement so that when (if!) they win the 20th November  general election they can then use the Constitutional change to justify further swingeing cuts in public expenditure (and of course claim that PSOE signed up to it!).
The 15-M movement and the trades unions have already organised marches and protests across Spain, condemning the Constututional ‘auto da fe’ and calling for a referendum to let the people decide.  More demonstrations are planned.  My own firm belief is that the constitutional change in Spain represents the final capitulation to neo-liberalism, the markets and rampant capitalism.  What is essentially a politically decision is written into the Constitution as if it were an objective scientific maxim.

On to the 20th November general election, with recent opinion polls putting PP ten percentage points ahead of PSOE.  The pre-election campaign is well underway and in the last few days the battle-lines have been drawn.

Rubalcaba in the PSOE camp has pledged to introduce a Banking Tax which will bring in 1,000 million euros and also to introduce a Wealth Tax on massive personal fortunes (above 6/7 million euros) which will generate a further 1,400 million euros.  It is worth noting that the tax burden on the wealthiest in Spain has gone down from 49% in 1994 to 31% in 2009.  The wealth tax is not just a promise since, on Friday this week, the  PSOE cabinet intends to approve it.  Rubalcaba says the extra revenue created will be used to create jobs for the young unemployed.
Rajoy and PP’s response is to promise to create an astonishing 3.5 million jobs in four years.  Not one Spaniard believes this!  The highest number of new jobs created in Spain’s modern history came between 2004 and 2008 when Zapatero’s first government generated 2.6 million new jobs.  Rajoy’s (pathetic?) response to the Wealth Tax is to say  “those who have bothered to save deserve to keep their money”.

Meanwhile in the real world Spanish school kids have gone back to school – to find in many regions that cuts in education budgets will mean teacher job-losses.  Thus in the past week there have been strikes and marches by education workers in seven of Spain’s 17 regions, especially in PP-controlled Galicia and PP-controlled Madrid.
The recent history of the ‘cajas de ahorros’ in Spain adds weight to my argument that the capitulation to capitalism is virtually complete.  Broadly, the Spanish government through the Banco de España (Bank of Spain) has decided to bail out the ‘cajas’ (a Spanish version of the UK’s building societies), whose record of total incompetence and virtually criminal misuse of funds is hard to beat.  The Bank of Spain is bailing out the failing ‘cajas’ to the tune of 17,024 million euros of public money.  This is equivalent to: 11 times what the Spanish state is saving this year by freezing pensions; or, the equivalent of 369€ per person (including children); or, 15 times the amount the United Nations is seeking to stop famine in Somalia.
A sombre but relevant post-script to finish in the context of an imminent visit by local members to sites of the Battle of the Ebro of the Spanish Civil War.  Everyone will remember the massacre on Norway’s Utoya Island on 21st July of members of the youth section of the Norwegian Labour Party.  Just three days before the massacre young Norwegian socialists placed a plaque on Utoya Island to the four youth members of the Labour Party who died in the Spanish Civil War fighting for the Republic (amid hundreds of other Norwegians who also died).  One of them, Martin Schei, died still in his teens in the battle of the Ebro.  
