UPDATE ON SPANISH POLITICS – 14th JUNE 2011 by Kevin Bruton
There have been three main issues in the last month: first, the Local and Regional Elections in Spain on 22nd May; second, the succession to Zapatero in the Socialist Party; and, third, the movement of protestors and demonstrators variously called the 15th May Movement (15M) or the Movement for “Democracia Real Ya” (Real Democracy Now) or the “Indignados” (the indignant, angry or outraged).

First, the 22nd May Elections in 13 of Spain’s 17 Regional Parliaments, and in over 8,000 townhalls (from very large, such as Barcelona and Madrid with millions of voters, to very small  local councils with fewer than 1,000 on the electoral register.)
Overall, the 22nd May was a terrible defeat for PSOE with Público newspaper declaring on its front page – “PSOE collapses due to its swing to the right”.  Overall, if you count together all of the popular votes, that is regions and local councils together, PSOE obtained 6,270,000 votes, 1.5 million votes down on 2007 and a 7% drop.  PP with 8,470,000 votes was up 400,000 votes, a 2% rise.  Therefore, with PSOE 7% down and PP only 2% up it is clear that the vote was a punishment for PSOE rather than a ringing endorsement for PP.  And, in fact, the result was very close to recent opinion polls giving PP a 10% point lead over PSOE.

Regionally, PSOE lost Castilla La Mancha to PP and also lost overall control of the poorest region of Spain, Extremadura.  In the PSOE stronghold of Andalucía, where there were no regional but only local elections, PSOE lost all the provincial capitals, including Seville.  PSOE also lost the city of Barcelona where it has been in control since the first local elections on the basis of universal suffrage post-Franco in March 1979.  PSOE also lost again in the important regions of Madrid and Valencia, although in Valencia PP only gained one seat and their actual vote went down 3.6%, probably as a result of corruption charges against the PP leader and other PP regional MPs.
The reasons for the huge PSOE defeat will be discussed shortly but firstly in the Valencia Region, at local level, PSOE lost the towns of Elche and Gandía (the latter by 1 seat after 28 years).  On the Costa Blanca several councils bucked the trend, notably Benidorm, Teulada and Jávea, PSOE winning 2 seats more than previously in the latter 2 cases.
My analysis of the PSOE defeat is neither original nor unique but goes as follows.  In May 2010 Zapatero and his government were caught “between a rock and a hard place”.  On the one hand they had the EU, the IMF, the G8, the G20 and others all calling for immediate austerity measures and public expenditure cuts or Spain would go the way of Greece, Ireland and Portugal.  On the other hand PSOE’s own popular base has been unwilling and unable to stand job cuts, wage cuts and freezes, and an overall plunge in living standards, sometimes to below the poverty line.
22nd May was the first opportunity (beyond TU demos and marches) to punish the PSOE government at the polls and the voters did just that.  The Público front page of 23rd May therefore got it right.  The weakest in society (as in the UK and elsewhere) are paying for the failures of the bankers and the politicians and, in Spain’s case, PP’s strategy in focusing on Zapatero’s problems rather than on proposing any alternative has been successful.

There will almost certainly be a general election in March 2012 although PP is, of course, pressing for an earlier one.  PSOE’s chances now rest with the Deputy PM and Minister of the Interior, Alfredo Pérez Rubalcaba.  I profiled him last month but since then, at the end of May, Rubalcaba’s main putative competitor for the PSOE leadership, Carme Chacón, pulled out of the race and, at the Comité Federal (Committee of Regional Representatives) on 28th May, Zapatero’s outright support for Rubalcaba has effectively produced a situation in which, after due process, and in line with PSOE regulations, Rubalcaba will be declared the new PSOE leader, probably by the end of July.
The only other major PSOE news is that a “Special Conference” to discuss ideas for next year’s general election manifesto will take place in September.  More on this at the appropriate time.

Lastly and, of course, of huge interest nationally as well as internationally, the 15th May Movement, so-called because Sunday 15th May was the date when encampments of demonstators and protestors, of all ages but mostly young (and initially via Internet and Twitter contact, started occupying the main squares of cities across Spain including famous landmarks such as the Puerta del Sol in Madrid, the Plaza de Cataluña in Barcelona and another 40 central city locations across the country.

The continuing variety of motives which have inspired this popular revolt are indicated by the many banners and slogans which have been reproduced on television and in the newspapers.  A brief personal sample will suffice: “El derecho al techo” (the right to a roof over one’s head); “No somos anti-sistema - el sistema está contra nosotros” (we are not anti-system – the system is against us); “No hay pan sin paz” (there is no bread without peace).  Amid many banners against corruption, the electoral system, the bankers, the markets and capitalism, one huge banner above Sol metro station in Madrid proclaimed, in English – “Friends. This is a revolution for all our rights. Join us”.  My own personal favourite, again in English, said simply “Yes We Camp!”.
The protesters and campers hold regulars “asambleas” (assemblies) where anyone can speak and in the past month these assemblies have spread to local “barrios” or districts of major cities such as Madrid, Barcelona and Valencia.  On 21st May alone 60,000 people were in the main square in Madrid with comparable numbers across all Spain’s major cities.

On 9th June last a major new development occurred in Valencia as the Regional Government (the “Corts”) was being sworn in.  A peaceful demo (against corrupt politicians taking up their seats) was charged by police.  18 people were hurt, with 5 imprisoned and charged overnight while 2,000 demonstrators kept up a night-long vigil outside the police station.
PP tried to blame Rubalcaba as Minister of the Interior, but it is clear that the police reaction was probably spontaneous or perhaps as a result of orders given by the PP regional government.  In fact Rubalcaba has handled the 15th May movement very well.  There have been virtually no clashes with the police, even though, for example, the 21st May, the day before the elections was, according to Spanish law, a day in which political campaigning was not allowed.

The 15th May movement is hugely significant and, even if encampments are being dismantled, this writer believes and hopes the movement will keep the idea of change alive.  A number of plans to diversify the movement are taking place.  Demonstrations are being planned for 15th October in cities across the world, while in the past week computer hackers connected with the 15th May have been undermining the websites of large companies and major banks such as the BBVA.
Given what has been happening across Western Europe (Greece, Spain etc) it is only to be hoped that this movement for “Real Democracy Now” will have some impact on the often corrupt and discredited party-political system in Spain and elsewhere.
