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Elections to choose a new Catalan government are approaching. The current ruling coalition of the Partit dels Socialistes de Catalunya (PSC) and Iniciativa de Catalunya Verds (ICV) saw its position weakened following recent manoeuvrings to get the new version of the Estatut approved by the Spanish Parliament. These included the dismissal of their former partner Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya (ERC). As a result, President Pasqual Maragall decided to call elections a full year early. Thus, on November 1st, the people of Catalunya (only Spanish citizens are eligible to vote) will have the chance to show what they think of the past three years' governing. 

The five main presidential candidates are outlined here: 

José Montilla 
Partit dels Socialistes de Catalunya (PSC) 

Pasqual Maragall's successor is the only one of the main nominees not to have stood before. Montilla's candidacy has provoked controversy, not least because (whisper it) he isn't Catalan. He comes from Cordoba, living there until his parents joined the river of immigrants who left the south of Spain in the Sixties and headed to Catalunya, arriving when Montilla was already 16. Some cruel souls like to pass comment on the fact that he doesn't speak Catalan like a native, but whatever his linguistic prowess, it is harder to question his political experience. He joined the newly-formed PSC in 1978, in 1985 was elected mayor of Cornellà de Llobregat and has been First Secretary of the PSC since 2000. Following the election of the Spanish Socialist Party to power in 2003, Montilla has been picking up a lot of air miles on the Barcelona-Madrid shuttle flight, thanks to combining his role as PSC First Secretary with that of Spanish Minister for Industry, Commerce and Tourism. He has recently turned the latter position over to Barcelona's ex-mayor, Joan Clos. Montilla describes himself as shy and a man of few words, but many actions. Critics say he is cold and controlling. In recent polls, a large majority tended to say they don't think he is the right person to succeed Maragall, which could hurt PSC on November 1st.


Artur Mas 
Convergencia i Unió (CiU)

One of the most noticeable things about Mas, currently leader of the Catalan opposition, are his matinee idol looks—year-round tan, firm chin and fascinatingly white teeth. Earlier this year, however, attention focused more on his political skill, when it was Mas, rather than President Maragall, who called a press conference with Socialist Spanish President Zapatero to announce they had reached agreement on the wording of the new Catalan Estatut. Artur Mas leads a nationalist federation made up of the parties Convergencia Democratica de Catalunya and Unió Democratica de Catalunya and has not had an easy time at its head. He took over the reins from the granddaddy of post-dictatorship Catalunya, Jordi Pujol, who was President between 1980 and 2003. That was never going to be an easy act to follow. Although CiU did get a majority of seats in the 2003 elections, it wasn't enough to govern. Following various weeks of negotiations with king-makers Esquerra Republicana (although ERC is left-wing, it has sympathies with the nationalist inclinations of CiU), and despite Mas having his whitest, brightest smile out non-stop for all that time, the eventual Tripartite left CiU without power. This time, some polls put his personal rating higher than that of Montilla's, but will this translate into power for his party?


Josep-Lluís Carod-Rovira 
Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya 

It all started so well for the left-wing republicans. Carod-Rovira, he of the bushy grey moustache, led his party to a triumphant leap in parliamentary seats held in 2003, from 12 to 23. This gave ERC the key to power, and after weeks of talks with potential partners, the party formed the left-wing Tripartite with PSC and ICV. This suggested the start of a new golden age for ERC, which ran the Generalitat during the Catalan Republic of the early Thirties. This optimism didn't last too long, with Spanish security forces letting it be known in January 2004 that Carod-Rovira had met with ETA in Perpignan, where the Basque terrorist group agreed not to attack Catalan targets. This move provoked Spanish scorn and caused Maragall to remove him from his position as Chief Minister, although he remained as Minister without Portfolio. Carod-Rovira next came a cropper over the new Catalan Estatut. By calling for a ‘No' vote in the June referendum on whether to approve it, ERC were totally at odds with their Tripartite partners. Maragall acted again and dismissed them from the government. Carod-Rovira is putting a brave face on the turnaround, but without a good show in November, could it be the snip for the moustache?


Josep Piqué
Partit Popular de Catalunya

Piqué is something of an enigma. During the transition from dictatorship to democracy, he was a member of a communist-leaning party. In the late Eighties, he was Director General of the Generalitat's Industry Department under Jordi Pujol. This unusual political evolution has undoubtedly contributed to making him one of the most liberal members of the right-wing PP. His career with the party started in 1996, when he became Spanish Minister of Industry and Energy under then president José María Aznar, but he didn't actually join the PP until 1999. After filling other roles in the Spanish government, Piqué was chosen as President of the Popular Party in Catalunya in October 2002. No easy job, because, unlike the PSC, the PP in Catalunya is not an independent party and Piqué often has to bow to pressure from the Spanish hierarchy. He had his wrists slapped during the campaigning for the new Catalan Estatut, which ironically ended up with the PP and their ideological opposites ERC, both calling for a No vote in the referendum. In 2003, the PP increased its seats from 12 to 15, but also saw ERC leapfrog ahead of them to become the third Catalan party. Piqué is surely seeking to reverse this, but with no love lost between the PP and the Catalan people, that will be a difficult task.


Joan Saura
Iniciativa per Catalunya Verds 

Ecologist and former communist, Saura is possibly best-known as one half of Catalunya's political power-couple. His wife, Imma Mayol, has been serving as third deputy mayor in Barcelona under Joan Clos. Like former Tripartite colleague Carod-Rovira, Saura led his party to a dramatic rise in parliamentary seats in 2003, tripling the number held from three to nine. That still left them as the fifth party, but with the lack of a majority government, ICV saw their chance and entered the fray, negotiating with the Socialists and ERC to create the eventual left-wing coalition. Saura has mainly kept his head down during this parliament, trying to do as much as possible for the environmental and social issues that are his passion. Success on the scale of that of three years ago is unlikely, but if Saura can develop green matters further as part of mainstream Catalan politics, that will be an important achievement.


And the rest...
If you happen to be near a polling station on November 1st, take a quick look inside and you'll see a table covered in piles of rectangular paper. Each pile represents a party and there will be a lot more than five there. For instance, political observers will be watching results for the new political party, Ciutadans-Partit de la Ciudadania, a leftish, non-nationalistic party founded by Catalan writers, artists and intellectuals. As if all the above choices were not enough, some 15 other parties will field ballots across the whole political spectrum with a variety of special agendas and issues. 
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