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It is very difficult to try to learn from other's experience, given that most countries have been differently shaped by history and have started democratic transitions with different initial social, political and economic conditions.



Spain started its transition to democracy with some initial advantages over South Africa: The first was a climate of social and political moderation due to the fact the "ghost" of the Spanish civil war was still in everybody's mind and that the average of the population had a reasonable level of education and income.



The second was a very low level of government debt (12% of GDP) (Franco was a fiscal conservative too!) and a very low average income tax rate (10%). Therefore, the fiscal margin of manouver of the Government to finance a new and reasonable social safety net, new infrastructures and to accommodate some of the citizens democratic expectations was quite large.



Democratic transitions are expensive. The level of Spanish debt went up from 12% of GDP in 1975 to 38% in 1985, when Spain was accepted as an EEC member, and to 69% by 1998, when it joined the European Monetary Union.



The third advantage was a low level of unemployment (5%) due to, a very low participation rate of women and a very large migration of Spanish workers to the rest of Europe.



The final advantage was to have a clear economic and political model in which to integrate: the European Union, which has been extensively used as the "scape goat" of the necessary economic reforms. The message was: "If we want to join Europe we are obliged to make them.



South Africa has also some initial advantages over Spain. The first is the absence  of any military threat to democracy. We had an attempted coup and others that were discovered on time. The second is, given its federalist charter, the lack of any major separatist or independist movements.



The third is a much more stable government given the large relative weight of the ANC and its wide popular support. 



Both countries have started the transition under difficult economic environments. Spain under the first and second oil crisis and a process of stagflation. South Africa just before a widespread financial crisis and depressed prices of  commodities, including gold.



The sequencing of the initial transition has also been very similar. The consolidation of democracy came first and economic reforms later. The political transition  in both cases was helped through a self political reform from within the dominant power. In the case of Spain, the death of Franco and his succession by the King helped a lot. In South Africa, F.W. de Klerk helped to make the transition from within the NP. The main difference, after that, is that South Africa has chosen a Presidentialist model while Spain has opted for a Parliamentarist model. Otherwise, Mandela could have been the President of the Republic, as the Spanish King of our parliamentary Kingdom, while Mbeki could have been the Prime Minister as were Suárez and González during our transition. The combination of both levels of governance, that is, head of State and head of Government has proved to be very successful in Spain.



Given all these preliminary considerations, what lessons could South Africa learn from the Spanish experience?



The first one would be that transitions take a long time to consolidate. There are different views about when the transition ended in Spain. One points to the year that Spain joined the European Union, in 1986, that means ten years. Another believes the end to have been reached in 1996 when the democratic right came to power, twenty years later. My personal view is that the true transition will end the year that the generation which was born after Franco died, will be in power, that is, between 25 and 30 years. Therefore, it is a long process which requires a lot of patience and a great deal of consensus building and giving in by everybody.



The second lesson is that transitions require very stable governments with large electoral support. This is, as I mentioned earlier, a condition which is successfully met by South Africa and that will make difficult decisions easier to be accepted by the majority of the population.



The third lesson is that during the transition period implementation of policies is even more important that their design or their parliamentary and government approval. That means two things. First, that political feasibility is important, specially at the beginning. Therefore, each major reform needs some consensus building among different interest groups. In order to have an efficient consensus is extremely important to develop a well organized and vertebrated civil society which can be representative enough to trade off with the government and stick to what has been agreed.



The fourth lesson is that efficiency and equity can be compatible. In order to have a higher rate of growth, economic reforms are an essential prerequisite. A higher rate of growth reduces unemployment and, therefore, brings down absolute poverty. A transparent privatization of the huge government productive sector  of South Africa can introduce more economic efficiency, reduce the level of debt and finance a well targeted safety net. Economic deregulation and liberalization will liberate large potential entrepreneurial forces which will increase output.



Economic reform is very favourable to equity in the long run because state control and intervention favours the richer who have a higher level of information and a higher power for lobbying, generating extra rents at the expense of the poor. In the Spanish case, gradual market oriented reforms have notably improved income distribution. In spite of higher unemployment in the short and medium term (due to exogenous shocks, as well), between 1975 and 1990 the Gini coefficient improved from 0.5 to 0.3, the income of the top richest (10%) drop from 28% to 24% of total income and the one of the bottom poorest (10%) increased from 1.5% to 3.2% of total income. To create a large middle class is essential for a successful transition. Moreover, globalization is increasingly imposing economic reforms and good macroeconomic management and it becomes more and more difficult to prosper without them.



Finally, another important lesson is that "the virtues of transition can become, later, the vices of a consolidated democracy". It is very important during the transition, even if sometimes can be an slow and less efficient process, to use and strengthen the new democratic institutions than to create other separated fora where agreements can be reached. It is, therefore, much better to consolidate the powers of the executive, the political parties and the Parliament and to develop strong institutions in the civil society, such as trade unions and business confederations, in order to cement a strong democracy, than to choose other temporary instruments and intermediaries to speed up decision making. In any case, luck and exogenous factors such  as a prosperous world economic cycle can also help.




