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The approval and implementation of the Spanish Constitution in 1978, re-established the 

parliamentary democracy that exists today in Spain. Turning away from 36 years of regency rule 

under General Franco, the Constitution bestowed executive power upon the Council of 

Ministers, which is headed by the president of the government. The president fulfils the role 

that in most countries is traditionally referred to as prime minister and their position relies on 

the support of a majority in the Spanish lower house of parliament, named the Chamber of 

Deputies. Spain is not however a republic and the King, as enshrined by its constitutional 

monarchy, nominates the president often following a general election. Juan Carlos I has ruled 

Spain ever since the death of Franco in 1975 and fulfils the traditional role of a ceremonial head 

of state. By the Constitution of 1978, the King arbiters and oversees the proper working of the 

Spanish institutions and - among other things - sanctions and promulgates the laws; calls for 

referendums; summons and dissolves parliament and calls for elections; and holds appointment 

and dismissal powers over the president’s ministers (at the president’s request). The King is also 

supreme commander of the Armed Forces. 

 

The current president José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero is head of the Socialist Workers’ Party 

(PSOE) which has governed since 2004 and holds 169 of the 350 seats in the Chamber of 

Deputies and 104 seats of the 264 seats in the upper house, named the Senate. The Chamber 

of Deputies has greater legislative powers than the Senate and almost every piece of legislation 

must receive its approval. Members of the Chamber of Deputies are elected by party list on the 

basis of proportional representation, whilst the Senate is decided by a mixed system of 

appointment and election, through a limited block voting system. The main opposition party is 

the People’s Party, led by Mariano Rajoy Brey, who will run for president at the upcoming 

general election set to take place on 20th November 2011. Although to do so he will need to 
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defeat the new Socialist leader Alfredo Perez Rubalcaba. The rest of the Chamber of Deputies 

and the Senate tends to be formed around regional parties and minority groups. 

 

The Spanish political system is largely decentralised towards 17 Autonomous Communities 

(ACs), which exert significant powers over public services. Elections to regional parliaments take 

place using proportional representation every four years and whilst most ACs hold elections at 

the same time, which they last did in May 2011, the communities of Andalusia, Catalonia, 

Galicia, and the Basque Country are in fact on a different electoral cycle.  

 

Current political leaders at national level 

 

José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero, president of Spain and the Socialist Workers’ Party 

 

Born in Valladolid in 1960, José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero graduated in law at the University of 

León where he later worked as a lecturer. In his early days, he held important roles as the 

secretary of the Socialist Youth, the Socialist Federation of León and eventually became a 

member of parliament in 1986, where he sat as the youngest member. As a MP for León, he 

took part in several parliamentary committees and in 1989 he became the provincial PSOE 

Secretary in Leon. 

 

Eleven years later, Zapatero defeated Jose Bono and was elected president of the PSOE and in 

2004 he was elected president of Spain, becoming the fifth president in the history of the 

Spanish democracy.  

 

Mariano Rajoy Brey, president of the People’s Party 

 

Mariano Rajoy Brey was born in Galicia in 1955 where he graduated in law at the University of 

Santiago de Compostela in 1977. Upon graduation, he entered the civil service and did not 

enter politics until 1981 when he was elected as a member of the Galician parliament for the 

now extinct conservative People’s Alliance (AP) led by Manuel Fraga. In 1986, he obtained a 



 

seat in the Spanish parliament but resigned it soon after in order to become the vice-president 

of the Galician government.  

 

In 1989, the conservative AP merged with several small Christian Democrat and Liberal parties 

to become today’s centre-right People’s Party. The success of the People’s Party in the 1996 

elections saw leader José María Aznar, a long-time associate of Rajoy, elected president of Spain. 

In Aznar’s first administration, Rajoy served as minister for public administration and minister for 

education and culture. In 2000, Rajoy orchestrated the successful campaign for Aznar’s re-

election and was rewarded by Aznar with the position of vice-president in his second 

administration. Rajoy also served as interior minister and minister of the presidency during this 

period. In 2003, Aznar announced his intention to stand down following the 2004 elections and 

named Rajoy as his preferred successor. Rajoy has been leading the People’s Party in opposition 

since 2004, when his party was defeated to Zapatero’s Socialist Party. 

 

Alfredo Perez Rubalcaba, presidential candidate of the Socialist Workers’ Party  

 

Alfredo Perez Rubalcaba was born in Cantabria in 1951. He studied chemistry at Complutense 

University in Madrid where he also received a PhD. He has held academic positions at that 

university and also in the universities of Konstanz (Germany) and Montpellier (France). Mostly 

based on this experience, he went on to become minister of education and science under the 

leadership of Felipe González in 1992. Following on from this, he became the minister for the 

presidency and in 1996, with the PSOE defeat to the People’s Party, he became an MP for 

Madrid. In parliament, he remained a key member of the PSOE under both Joaquin Almunia 

and Zapatero. When the latter became leader, Rubalcaba was appointed as a member of the 

Federal Committee and took on responsibility for the 2004 electoral strategy. 

 

When the PSOE entered government, Rubalcaba became its spokesman and, from 2006 until 

2011 he served as interior minister. In his last year in Zapatero’s government, he also assumed 

the vice-presidency. Following Zapatero’s announcement that he would not seek a third term as 

president, Rubalcaba was elected leader in May 2011 and left government to conduct his 

campaign in July. 



 

The Zapatero Government 

 

The arrival of a new socialist government in 2004 was generally perceived as a surprise with 

many polls going into the campaign favouring a return of the People’s Party with an absolute 

majority. Zapatero had campaigned for a “better Spain” and attempted to evoke a feeling that 

change was needed. Most influential in this respects, was the attacks on commuter trains in 

Madrid three days prior to election day at the hands of Islamic extremists. At first, the 

government had blamed ETA, a terrorist organisation in support of Basque separatism, and 

when it later emerged that the attacks had probably been in response to Spain’s participation in 

the Iraq war public opinion seemed to turn against the government and in favour of Zapatero. 

 

Although Zapatero was not elected with a large majority, it was enough to implement a major 

programme of reform. One of the first decisions made by Zapatero was to remove Spanish 

support from the “coalition of the willing” in Iraq and return around 1,000 Spanish troops 

home. Added to this, was a programme of social reforms that included the legalisation of 

marriages and equal adoption rights of same-sex marriages, which was passed in 2005. Many of 

these reforms were not passed without controversy and in particular the created of a Memorial 

Commission to revisit many of the divisions stemming from the Spanish Civil War in 1930s, 

provoked significant opposition. 

 

In 2006, Zapatero made great hay of an announcement by ETA of a “permanent ceasefire”, 

indication his intention to open up a dialogue of negotiation with them. However, many of 

these hopes proved short-lived when the organisation launched an attack at Madrid’s 

international airport thus ending the ceasefire. The episode served to provoke anxieties from 

the opposition about Zapatero’s leniency towards ETA and, when a member of ETA 

imprisoned for killing 25 people was considered for release, further criticism was laid against 

Zapetero’s policy towards the organisation. 

 

Economically, Zapatero focused mainly on increasing social welfare and during his time in office 

public spending, his main means for doing this, continued to rise. Aside from laws reinforcing the 

rights of same-sex couples, Zapatero also oversaw reform of equality legislation that aim to 



 

provide greater rights for women, which was symbolically reinforced by his government 

possessing an equal split of male and female ministers. Zapatero’s government also 

implemented a new controversial ban on smoking in public building s and some public areas. 

Other divisive laws included a new immigration law that saw 580,000 immigrants, who had 

resided in Spain for a period of 6 months, become legalised residents, and a new and very 

controversial abortion law that permitted women over the age of 16 to have an abortion 

without the parents consent and without needing to specify a motive before the 14th week of 

their pregnancy. 

 

The most difficult legacy that the Socialist administration has had to battle with is 

unemployment. The governments of Aznar and the People’s Party had inherited an 

unemployment rate of 22% in 1996 and during their time were able to bring this down to 10%. 

Zapatero’s governments however have overseen this figure increase once again back up to 22% 

- way above the average of 10% in the EU - and provoked by the ill management of the Spanish 

economy, which has been worsen by the international economic crisis. 

 

The Rajoy Opposition 

 

Meanwhile, the opposition has positioned itself against the government on a number of these 

issues. In particular, unemployment and the need for reform of the Spanish economy. The 

division over the reforms of the Spanish regions have been also prominent with the People’s 

Party expressing concern over Zapatero’s indication, early in his tenure, to allow the parliament 

of Cataluña to decide on autonomy. The People’s Party also argued hard against the 

government’s immigration reforms, claiming for a more organised and orderly option than 

legalised immigration. 

 

However, the second term of the Zapatero government saw a number of divisions emerge 

internally within the People’s Party between Rajoy and Esperanza Aguirre, the president of the 

Madrid community. Aguirre was seemingly being supported by a number of key personalities 

within the party to become leader, however at the XVI congress of the People’s Party, Rajoy 

was again elected president of the party. In May 2011, the party made significant gains in the 



 

regional elections, being voted the largest party and winning in the majority of the Spanish 

Autonomous Regions.  
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