
A tale of two Spanish cities 


A proposal to give greater autonomy to the wealthy and powerful region of Catalonia and its capital Barcelona is coming under fire for jeopardising Spanish unity. Much of the criticism has come from Madrid, but as Nick Caistor reports, it has not taken the Catalans by surprise. 
It has been snowing in Catalonia. 

In the vineyards south of Barcelona, you can almost see the black vine stumps shivering. 

The hills up behind the city are blanketed in white, which makes the Mediterranean down below seem even bluer. 

Eduardo, a Catalan writer friend of mine, has brought me to the top of the mountain called Tibidabo to admire the view. 

He explains the legend behind its name, which means "All this I give you". 

The Catalans claim this has a biblical origin: It was here that the Devil brought Jesus to tempt him with all the riches of the Earth if he renounced his faith. 

Ever since, the rest of the world - and in particular the Spaniards elsewhere in the country - have been jealous of all that Catalonia has to offer. 

Nowhere is there more jealousy, they say, than in the Spanish capital, Madrid, which has no sea, no mountains, but most of the political power. 

For 40 years during the Franco regime, Catalonia was made to suffer. 

The Catalan language was forbidden in schools and in the street. Catalan political organisations were banned, and the organised labour movement that was still strong in Barcelona suffered violent repression. 

Catalonia had a military governor appointed from Madrid, and troops from the rest of Spain were stationed there. 

After the return of democratic rule in the 1970s, Catalonia, like other regions of Spain, was given a statute of autonomy. 

This allowed the Catalans to appoint their own police force and created a national assembly with powers to decide judicial, health and educational matters. 

The Catalan language was officially recognised once more and taught again in schools. 

Push for independence 
The Spanish Socialist party returned to power in 2004, while, at the same time, a left-wing coalition won a majority in the Catalan assembly. 

Barcelona pushed for a new and wider statute of autonomy. 

The regional assembly voted for this new statute by an overwhelming majority. 

This would not only give it greater powers of taxation, but would acknowledge that Catalonia is a separate "nation". 

The legislation was then sent to Madrid for consideration by the national parliament, which also approved it late last year. 

This was too much for many on the right of Spanish politics. 

In January this year, the head of the army, General Mena Aguado, told fellow officers that if Catalonia was to declare its independence, this meant that Spanish troops had the right to invade it to defend Spain's interests there. 

My friend Eduardo told me that when his grandmother heard this, she had started stocking up with tinned food and other supplies, in case Barcelona was blockaded as it had been 70 years ago. 

Most Catalans did not go to such extremes, but were genuinely horrified at the knee-jerk authoritarian reaction still prevalent in some of Spain's key institutions. 

Rallying point 
General Mena was immediately sacked, but the damage had been done. 

Right-wing politicians jumped on the bandwagon, thinking that this kind of nationalism might be a new rallying point after their defeat in elections almost two years ago. 

Some of the Spanish press called for a boycott of Catalan goods such as their Cava, or champagne, as well as agricultural produce and industrial goods. 

The conflict between the Catalan authorities and central Spain was also brought to the fore in another recent confrontation. 

At the end of the Civil War, General Franco ordered a huge investigation into anyone who could be considered an opponent of his regime - from communists to folk dancers. 

All the files on these people have been stored ever since in Salamanca. 

When the Catalan authorities demanded the return of these records recently, the high court at first dismissed the idea, although this too was rectified later. 

The main argument employed was the one always heard - if we allow the Catalans to do it, where will it end - the Basques, the Galicians will all want the same treatment. 

To which my Catalan friends reply: So what? 

The next morning in Barcelona, all the snow had gone, and the sky seemed to promise spring. 

I went with my friends to have lunch in one of the small restaurants that have somehow survived all the attempts to smarten up the city for the 1992 Olympics and the new millennium. 

Over our typical Catalan meal, starting with bread smeared with tomato, followed by fried Catalan fish, Catalan vegetables and meat, and ending with Catalan custard, my companions laughed at the idea that the recognition of the new statute would cause real trouble with Madrid. 

They took the quarrel back not just 70 years to the Civil War, but shrugged their shoulders and said: "The Spaniards have been envious of us for 800 years at least. 

"Let them get on with it." 

CATALUNYA VOTES FOR NEW ESTATUT, GAINS MORE AUTONOMY FROM MADRID
CATALÁNS FAVORED THE NEW AUTONOMY CHARTER 74% TO 21%, OPENING NEW ERA FOR SPANISH CONSTITUTIONAL SYSTEM
 

Catalunya —commonly written 'Catalonia' in English—, a region of northeastern Spain, along the Mediterranean and the French border, has approved a new regional charter by popular referendum. The 'Estatut' gives the culturally distinct and historically complicated region greater autonomy over taxes revenues, policy and infrastructure.

The new Estatut also establishes Catalán, one of Spain's four co-official languages, as the "preferred language" for administrative and economic affairs. The language had been suppressed for decades under the fascist government of Francisco Franco, and has been part of a regional bilingual standard since 1978 when the current democratic constitution was enacted.

Conservatives in the opposition Popular Party have warned the new autonomy granted the region might lead to the "Balkanization" of Spain and the breakdown of the democratic republic established after Franco's death. But there is some question as to whether Catalunya's gains are actually very radical. The region was taken over by the Castilian monarchy in the war of Spanish succession, deprived of its prized ancient 'usatges' —independent laws— on 11 September 1714. Since that time, the quest to re-establish both the independent linguistic background and political system of the region has been a hallmark of regional culture. 

Spain's constitutional monarchy is divided into 17 'autonomous communities' or autonomías, each of which is arranged politically and fiscally in accordance with its own regional charter, or estatuto (in Castilian Spanish). Catalunya, one of the wealthiest autonomías, has had to relinquish its revenues to Madrid, receiving a reduced percentage for state-funded projects and infrastructure.

It is the fiscal element which has produced the most fodder for political opponents. The conservative Popular Party enjoys strong support in underdeveloped, poorer rural areas, and has sought to paint the Catalán Estatut as an attempt to take from those areas what they cannot produce on their own. In fact, it simply permits Catalunya to specify that its revenues be directed to assist other autonomous communities with basic necessities and development, not with town fairs and subsidies.

The linguistic element has raised concerns among non-bilingual Spaniards, that Catalán officials could impose new language policies that would limit their ability to compete in a more independent Catalunya. But, while the Generalitat (regional government) is now able to privilege Catalán for its historic roots in the region, Spain's Constitution still prohibits discrimination against any individual Spaniard for use of their preferred language.

The warnings of Balkanization are likely overblown, as the Estatut is specifically and most importantly a document provided for by the Spanish central Constitution, and thereby affirms Catalunya's belonging to a broader, multicultural Spanish state, governed by that central Constitution. 

Since Spain's autonomías are not federal states, with local governments performing similar tasks at lower levels while a federal government presides over the union of those states, the greater autonomy Catalunya will now enjoy gives the regional government powers the central government will no longer have, but really moves Catalunya closer to being a federal state than to real political separation. 

The success of the newly tried constitutional process for revising and/or replacing a regional autonomy charter has sparked significant political interest in other autonomous communities. Andalusía, in the south, has already proposed a new estatuto, and Valencia (on the east coast, south of Catalunya), Euskadi (the Basque country in the north), and Galicia (in the far northwest), are expected to move toward autonomy reforms as well.

The Basque case (the autonmous community of Euskadi, or Euskal Herria in Basque) is particularly compelling. A violent separatist group, known as ETA and responsible for hundreds of deaths through terrorist attacks, over four decades, has pushed for full independence from the Spanish state, though ordinary Basques tend to favor greater autonomy, culturally and politically.

ETA declared a "permanent ceasefire" in March, and has so far stuck to it. The central government is planning to initiate peace talks this summer, and observers believe the political climate could be right for moderating Basque separatism with a political solution based on greater autonomy within the Spanish state. In that sense, there is a very real possibility that political permissiveness and constitutional autonomy could make of the Catalán Estatut an edifying moment for the Spanish state and its democratic system.

José Luís Rodríguez Zapatero, Spain's prime minister, has pushed for the "yes" vote in this referendum, as he did for its approval by the Congress earlier this year and as he did for the nationwide referendum on the draft treaty for a European Constitution. He has won each of those votes, and has used the Estatut as an example of what he believes is the need to decentralize power in order to modernize and strengthen the Spanish state. 

The Estatut may lead to a new era of constitutional democracy in Spain, where the 17 autonomous communities take on more responsibility and foster more cultural and political diversity, while collaborating through the unified body of one nation-state internationally. 

There are both those who favor and those who oppose Spain's evolution into a more localized, more cohesive model of the European Union. But whether that seems the direction or not, Spain remains a nation-state, comprised of 17 autonomous, but not independent regional entities, with varying degrees of political and economic clout. 

