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Speech at the Palace of Westminster 

London, 3rd of July, 2017 

Ladies and gentlemen. Firstly, as the President of the Catalan Parliament, I would like 

to thank you all for giving me the opportunity to speak here in the Palace of 

Westminster, the seat of the House of Commons and the House of Lords, and a 

building which represents one of the world’s oldest democracies.   

I have come to speak in defence of democracy in my own country, and it is a honour 

to speak with representatives from institutions that have, throughout history, been 

characterised for their defence of democratic rights. 

I will try to briefly explain the worrying situation that is affecting elected 

representatives in the Catalan institutions. These individuals find themselves subject 

to legal persecution, in an attempt to censor legislative action within the Parliament of 

Catalonia. This violates the principles of Parliamentary sovereignty, the separation of 

powers and the representatives’ freedom of speech. 

Freedom of speech is a fundamental right that is enshrined in the Spanish 

Constitution. The right to freedom of speech is the right to disagree. It is the right that 

ensures the expression of pluralism. And it should protect public representatives, in 

particular, because they are the political voices that express citizens’ interests, needs 

and worries. 

That is why we have the guarantee of Parliamentary inviolability: as representatives, 

as deputies we are inviolable with regards to our opinions and our votes. This is a 

guarantee that, in our case, the Spanish courts have dismissed and ignored. 

Five members of the Catalan Parliament's Standing Committee are being prosecuted 

under criminal law through a legal artifice, which has transformed from a form of 

disobedience to a court ruling that hinders debate and which blocks the members from 

taking a political stance. We have seen how political positions, which have no legal 

effect, have been annulled. This is both absurd and offensive in any democracy. 

It is unacceptable that this legal artifice is being used against the members of the 

Standing Committee to curb their freedom of expression and the Parliament’s political 

actions. We have been charged for carrying out our work within the framework of the 
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law, for complying with the Rules of Procedure, for fulfilling our roles, and we can not 

tolerate this because it violates the principles behind the rule of law. 

In other words, five of the seven members of the Parliament's Standing Committee 

are subject to charges and we are being threatened and investigated for allowing a 

debate within a democratic Parliament. We are being threatened for not censoring 

debates in the manner dictated by the Spanish Government, according to whether the 

political content of these debates was approved of or not. 

Since the Spanish Government does do not like the Parliament’s opinions or how the 

Parliament votes, every element within the Spanish institutional and judicial system is 

articulated and activated in order to restrict Catalan citizens with regards to their right 

to vote and their right to freedom of speech. 

The most twisted example is that of the complaint put forward by prosecutors, which 

affected four members of the Parliament's Standing Committee. Those members 

belong to the independence coalition, which had won during the elections. However, 

the Third Secretary, Joan Josep Nuet, was excluded from this investigation, although 

he is part of the left-wing coalition, which is in favour of a referendum, but which does 

not openly push for independence. I would like to read out what was written at the 

time: “Joan Josep Nuet mistakenly acted in the belief that he was fulfilling his duties 

as a member of the Standing Committee. His great unwillingness to join the 

independence project stems from his background as a deputy [...] and, therefore, the 

complaint is not directed against Joan Josep Nuet.”  

That is to say, the initial complaint, a supposedly legal writ, was based on an 

ideological outlook and that is how it differentiated between illegal and legal acts. The 

same prosecutors were unmasked and we found that they had rallied against us not 

for our actions, but rather because of who we are and what we think. Mr Nuet 

immediately came before the media to assert that no mistake had been made and that 

he, as a democrat, had upheld all of his parliamentary duties. The High Court of 

Justice in Catalonia ended up adding this to the complaint.  

In this case, the principle of parliamentary autonomy and that of the separation of 

powers were simultaneously violated. The executive power of the State uses the 

judiciary and the theoretical constitutional arbitrator, the Constitutional Court, which 

has been modified in order to act against us, to curtail the Catalan legislative power. 

They have politicised justice and judicialised politics, and they have diluted the 

separation of powers. Neither the autonomy of the Parliament, nor freedom of 
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expression are respected. Not even the ideological freedom of those who are in favour 

of Catalan independence is being respected, even though it is a legitimate political aim 

within our democracy and, at all times, it has been seen as a peaceful movement. 

That is why what we are currently experiencing goes beyond an idea or a political 

goal. What is at stake here are the foundations which sustain a democracy. 

This judicialisation of politics reflects the Spanish government’s inability to confront 

political conflicts in a political manner. They are incapable of doing what Britain did 

when the SNP, the Scottish National Party, won the Scottish elections in 2011. Taking 

into account the magnitude of the existing democratic challenge, the then prime 

minister, David Cameron, agreed to hold a referendum on Scottish independence. 

In contrast, the Spanish State’s actions have been truly deplorable. The Spanish State 

has already launched more than 350 legal cases against town halls, mayors and 

councillors for having events that show any support for Catalan independence. On top 

of this, there were sentences brought against the former president of the Generalitat, 

Artur Mas, and three former councillors, for having organised the citizens’ participatory 

process on the 9th of November, 2014. The process was a non-binding consultation 

where more than 2.3 million Catalans cast their votes. The punishments included 

being removed from office for up to two years and fines of up to 36,500 euros. 

When the president of the Catalan Government, in response to the umpteenth refusal 

to hold a referendum, announced that he would go ahead and hold a referendum on 

the 1st of October, the first response from the Spanish Government was a legal 

complaint against a Catalan Minister and a Secretary General, who form part of the 

Catalan Government. The criminal act which they have been accused of is buying 

ballot boxes, and this could actually lead to prison sentences. Whilst the purchase of 

ballot boxes by a government is completely legal (for example, the Government in the 

Autonomous Community of Andalucía also bought some ballot boxes recently), the 

prosecution is attempting to criminalise the intention behind the use of those ballot 

boxes, an unthinkable measure in any democratic country. As you may well know, 

accusing someone of something that they will supposedly do in the future is 

incompatible with the basic premises of criminal law. It is clear that this only ever 

happens in a State where the judiciary shows worrying signs of politicisation.  

Further to that, I would like to point out that, in 2010, around 1,400 Spanish judges 

and magistrates signed a manifesto calling for judicial independence and the 

depoliticisation of justice in Spain. A fact worth pointing out: the annual report by the 

European Commission reveals that only 30% of Spaniards believe in the judicial 
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independence of Spanish courts. However, in the United Kingdom, for example, 

around 70% of people have faith in their courts’ judicial independence. Spain lags 

behind the rest of Europe with regards to the perception of its judicial independence.  

The other area within the rule of law that is politicised is the supposedly impartial 

arbitrator of the Constitution, the Constitutional Court. This court is, in theory, 

independent of the other powers of the State. However, its members are chosen 

directly or indirectly by the State’s main political parties. Perhaps that is why the 

Constitutional Court was chaired by a member of the main governing party up until 

this year. Or, perhaps that's why one of its current members was a member of the 

same party for seventeen years. 

Since 2010, this Constitutional Court has been used in a political and abusive manner 

to annul laws that they do not like, such as the law which prohibited bullfighting in 

Catalonia. Now, it is the same Court, according to them, that shall decide on what can 

and what cannot be said in the Parliament of Catalonia.  

The Court not only quashes those laws that it considers to fall outside of the 

constitutional framework, but it also acts ex-ante, banning procedures and ignoring 

that, for example, initiatives can be amended during parliamentary proceedings. This 

is the court that, with its own subjective criteria, tries to prevent any debate and any 

parliamentary initiative, with the threat of being accused of disobedience if the court’s 

arbitrary will is not fulfilled. 

This reality creates a situation of absolute legal uncertainty for the members of the 

Standing Committee and those who sit in the Catalan Parliament, as foreseen by the 

chamber's legal advisors. That is because a restrictive application of the members’ 

duties could lead to a violation of ius in officium, an undermining of the members’ 

right to speak. 

I would like to draw your attention to a finer point about ignoring the sentences. Long 

before the current situation, back in 2001, the Constitutional Court decided that the 

management of university scholarships had to be decentralised, transferring this duty 

over to the autonomous communities. None of the successive Spanish governments 

have followed through with that decision. In that particular instance, sixteen years 

ago, they disobeyed the Constitutional Court and did not have to face any 

consequences.  

It is only one example, but they have disobeyed other rulings, agreements, and even 

their own laws, such as that of the Historical Memory Law. A UN report, which was 
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presented on this issue to the Human Rights Council in Geneva, found that more than 

100,000 people disappeared and were buried in mass graves during the repression 

under Franco. The democratic rules are not the same for everyone in Spain. The 

Spanish Government, which calls for respect for both the law and the rule of law, is 

the one that ends up completely flaunting the law. 

The Spanish Government has reminded us that they can use the state of siege, the 

state of emergency or the state of alarm to suspend mandates or silence elected 

representatives if we maintain our political stances.  

 

On top of all this, there is something which has been called "OPERATION CATALONIA", 

of which we only know a few signs. This is a state operation in which the Spanish 

Government, police and intelligence agents, alongside other governmental institutions, 

which have investigated citizens in an illegal manner, may be involved. Together, 

these bodies would try to discredit elected representatives by creating, exaggerating 

or spreading alleged scandals involving corruption. 

There is an increasing body of evidence that points in this direction. A year ago, it 

emerged that talks between the Minister of the Interior and the director of the Anti-

Fraud Office of Catalonia had been recorded. During these talks, the two conspired to 

make up scandals about their political opponents and those leaders who are linked to 

the fight for Catalan independence.  Unfortunately, in spite of the extremely explicit 

content of those recordings, and the information that has come to light, no judicial 

inquiries have been carried out. Furthermore, the then minister continues to be active 

without assuming any responsibility for his action. He acts as a member of Parliament 

and chairs a commission in the Spanish Congress. Meanwhile, the former Director of 

the Anti-Fraud Office, after being removed by the Parliament of Catalonia, has 

returned to his previous role as a judge. I am talking about a democratic scandal 

involving the infringement of civil rights and liberties, all carried out by governmental 

institutions. Such is the rule of law in Spain. 

All this evidence shows that the Spanish Government is afraid of the ballot box. It is 

worried that Catalan citizens will express their opinions and their democratic will. 

We want the Spanish government to recognise the Catalan referendum, as the NY 

Times recommended in its editorial, ten days ago. We want the Spanish president to 

act just as the British Prime Minister has done with Scotland, stating "First, I am a 

Democrat. Then, I am a Spaniard." 
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However, Catalan political representatives are aware that, unfortunately, this is 

virtually impossible. And we are aware that we will be threatened if we fulfil our 

duties. But that will not stop us from giving our full commitment to the citizens of 

Catalonia, to the democratic institutions, or to democratic values. We will stand strong 

in our commitment to defend our rights and freedoms. That is because our struggle is 

no longer about chasing after a political goal. It is a struggle for democracy. And we 

will continue to work hard in order to preserve and serve our democracy. 

Thank you all. 


