No future without dialogue

EOINGBROIN

or the last ten years Irish re-
publicans have been at the
centre of a peace process,
working with other political
- parties and the Irish and Bri-
tish government to resolve a
conflict that affected this part of Euro-
pe for over 30 years.

The first IRA cease-fire was called
in 1994, but then-PM John Major let the
opportunity slip through his fingers.
However, after Tony Blair’s 19971ands-
lide victory, a second IRA cease-fire
was promptly called, followed by
all-party talks. The negotiations that
began in September 1997 produced the
Good Friday Agreement. For the last 7
years, the different parties have been
working to implement the agreement,
and despite the fact that some are still
trying to subvert the peace process, one
thing is clear: the Good Friday Agree-
ment is the best framework for moving
our society from conflict to peace. The
simple fact is that dialogue works.

What lessons can be drawn from the
Irish experience and applied to the con-
flict between the Basque Country and
Spain? While there are many differen-
ces between the situations, there are
also similarities. 1998/9 saw a nationa-
list consensusin the Basque Country, an
Eta ceasefire and the Spanish govern-
ment’s refusal to embrace the opportu-
nity for peace. That ceasefire ended af-
ter 18 months. Violence, whether by

Eta or the Spanish state has continued
and the politics of exclusion and crimi-
nalisation have defined the political cli-
mate. 2004 saw the election of a new
Spanish government, who during their
short time in office have made signifi-
cant foreign and social policy changes.

Observers of the Basque-Spanish
conflict hoped that a change would also
occur there, and many of us wondered
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if Jose Luis Zapatero would follow
Blair’sexample and start a process of in-
clusive dialogue with all Basque politi-
cal representatives. Unfortunately the-
re are little signs that Zapatero will fo-
llow Blair’s lead: political prisoners
continue to be tortured and dispersed
across Spain, the banning of social and
political organisations and imprison-
ment of individuals for political activity

continues. Even Juan José Ibarretxe’s
modest proposals for more autonomy
have been rejected.

Admittedly, Zapatero has limited
room for manoeuvre. The Popular
Party was effective at mobilising Spa-
nish public opinion in opposition to dia-
logue or compromise with any shade of
Basque nationalism. He has also been
left with the legacy of legal procedures
(the list is endless) initiated under the
previous government, and which are
about to hit the courts. Batasuna’s
Anoeta proposals of last year represent
a serious opportunity to build a conflict
resolution process. The upcoming Bas-
que Autonomous elections provide for
an important litmus test. Will Zapatero
move to ban Sozialista Abertzaleak, or
will he allow Basque voters in the auto-
nomous community to choose their
own representatives? The first course
will simply compound the conflict, ma-
king resolution all the more difficult.
The second course will at least send a
signal that Zapatero’s government is
different to Aznar’s.

But after the elections, will Zapate-
ro respect the choice of the voters and
talk to all parties with an electoral man-
date? This is the key lesson to be lear-
ned from Ireland; without dialogue not-
hing is possible.

Eoin O Broin, Sinn Féin’s director of
FEuropean affairs, has submitted this arti-
cle as a personal piece
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