UPDATE ON SPANISH POLITICS – APRIL 2011 by Kevin Bruton
The biggest political news was the announcement by Prime Minister Zapatero on Saturday 2nd April that he would not be the PSOE candidate at the General Election in March 2012 – an announcement long awaited and long expected.

The venue was the Comité Federal (a meeting of representatives from all 17 regions of Spain) of PSOE and Zapatero’s speech was one of the best of his career, culminating in the pronouncement “I will not be a candidate at the next General Election”.

Zapatero has been Prime Minister since the astonishing PSOE General Election triumph of 14th March 2004, following the Al Qaeda-planned bomb attacks on local trains which killed over 200 people on Thursday 11th March.  In his speech Zapatero said that he would prioritise three main areas in his remaining year in office:  1) he would continue to fight the economic crisis, 2) he would especially concentrate on unemployment and 3) he would continue to push through reforms already in place – on deficit reduction, on banks and ‘cajas’, on the New Social and Economic Accord with the Trades Unions and Employers Confederations etc.
Zapatero adduced two reasons for his imminent departure:  firstly, that when he took office in 2004 he said at the time that two terms in office, ie. 8 years, was the maximum a PM should serve; and, secondly, that he was standing down in the interests of his family (he has two young daughters and it is common knowledge that his wife, Sonsoles Espinosa, has always shunned public attention and was staggered when he won in 2004.

The elections for a successor will take place after the 22nd May Elections, with the process completed by summer or early autumn.  Although no declarations have yet been made, it is known that there will be two main (possibly only) candidates to dispute the succession.

The first and favourite is Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of the Interior, Alfredo Pérez Rubalcaba.  Rubalcaba , who will be 60 this year was born in Cantabria in 1951 but has spent most of his life in Madrid.  He is married without children, is a Real Madrid supporter, a lover of ‘roman noir’ and an expert on athletics (he ran 100m in 10.8 sec in 1968!).  He was a university lecturer with in PhD in Chemistry, was Education Minister in 1992/3 and has had a succession of Cabinet posts under Zapatero although, as a long-standing Minister of the Interior, his main political goal has been to shut down ETA.
The second candidate is Carme Chacón, born in Cataluña in 1971.  Married with one young child she is a lover of poetry and enjoys writing.  Having joined the Socialist Youth Movement at the age of 18, she became an MP in 2000 and has been in the Zapatero government  since 2007, firstly as Secretary of State for Housing and currently as Defence Secretary.  She has a Law Degree from Barcelona University which included one year’s study in Manchester.  She found out some months ago that she has a congenital heart defect and recently in Cataluña has been promoting a campaign called “Conoce tu corazón” (Know your heart).  A workaholic, like Rubalcaba, she lives in the Ministry of Defence and is reputedly at her desk before 8am until very late.  Whenever she can, however, she makes a point of meeting her young son Miquel, out of nursery school every afternoon.
Chacón and Rubalcaba are both popular with the electorate.  In an opinion poll published on 3rd April in Público newspaper Rubalcaba was the highest-rated minister among voters with Chacón the second-highest rated.  Both are much more popular vis-à-vis Rajoy (the PP leader) than PSOE is vis-à-vis PP (PSOE is 10% points behind).  Asked who they would prefer as Prime Minister, Rubalcaba or Rajoy, 57.1% said Rubalcaba and only 31.6% chose Rajoy.  Asked the same question about Chacón, 56.9% preferred Chacón and 31.9% Rajoy.

The PP reaction to Zapatero’s announcement was predictable – the call for a general election now!  The reaction of the Trades Unions was that they are more concerned with cuts and jobs than with personalities while the leader of CEOE (the biggest Employers Confederation) said that he “respected the decision of Zapatero”.
Zapatero has been very active since 2nd April, with two big pre-campaign PSOE rallies, most recently on 10th April in Alcalá de Henares.  Zapatero made another great speech in which he defied prognostications of heavy PSOE losses on 22nd May by invoking the famous words of Manuel Azaña, President of the Second Republic During the Civil War and a native of Alcalá –“Spain is a country of surprises and unexpected reactions”.  Zapatero slammed PP for their negativity and for failing to support the Government in anti-crisis and anti-deficit measures.  He listed his Government’s initiatives over 7 years to improve Spain’s welfare state: increases in Health and Education spending and in university and research grants, the Plan E Programme, the 27% increase in the lowest pensions, etc, etc.
With reference to the 22nd May Local and Regional Elections, the PP Lists in the Valencia Region are a disgrace with 11 senior PP politicians facing corruption charges in the law courts.  PP know, however, that this appears not to concern the electorate.  An opinion poll on 10th April shows PP gaining one seat in the Regional Parliament and PSOE losing 3 seats compared with 2007.

Briefly, Spain’s share of the EU bail-out of 80,000 million euros for Portugal is 5,000 million euros and there is unanimity that Spain will NOT be next in line – Elena Salgado, Spain’s Chancellor of the Exchequer, has repeatedly said that reforms to reduce the deficit, to restructure the banking system etc, are already in place. 
Spain’s involvement in Libya amounts to 6 planes, 1 submarine, 1 frigate and 450 military personnel.

Finally, the 14th April 2011 marks the 80th anniversary of the Declaration of the Second Republic in 1931 and Público newspaper is publishing a special 24-page supplement and a booklet reprinting the 1931 Constitution to mark the occasion.
