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Introduction 
The Basque are a people indigenous to the region of the same name, located in between south 
of  France and north of Spain. Broadly, the Basque conflict started in 1959, during the reign 
of Francisco Franco. As Franco’s reign largely repressed Basque identity during the Civil 
War as well as after it, Basque nationalism grew to a desire to obtain independence. The 
separatist group Euskadi ta Askatasuna (ETA) was then founded to pursue this goal through 
violent means. The ETA is recognized as a terrorist group and is responsible for countless 
deaths, many of which are civilian casualties. Although they’ve been inactive since 2011, 
concerns over the peace of the Basque region continue today. Although the ETA has made 
attempts to cooperate with Spanish authorities, such as handing over their weapons caches in 
2017 and declaring they are fully disarmed, the Spanish government are not cooperating with 
them on equal ground, leading many to speculate that the reprisal of violence may only be a 
matter of time, especially since the ETA have abandoned ceasefires of the sort in the past as 
well. 

 
Key Vocabulary  
ETA: Euskadi ta Askatasuna is a terrorist group present in the Basque region. They support 
Basque independence and carry out violent acts to reach this ultimate goal, many of which 
result in civilian deaths. 
 
UNOCT: United Nations Office of Counter Terrorism. The Commission of the UN dealing 
with issues of terrorism. 
 
Guardia Civil: Spain’s national police force, forming many of the casualties for the ETA. 
 
Autonomy: The right for self-government. the Basque region is largely self-autonomous even 
though it is not completely independent from Spain. 
 
Batasuna: Basque nationalist political party. 
 
GAL: Anti-Terrorism Liberation groups. 
 
Ekin: Underground ETA newspaper published by core ETA members. 
 
Focused Overview 

1) What is the ETA? 
The ETA emerged, initially, as a Basque separatist organization. The main breaking 
point for the emergence of the organization was the Spanish Civil War, during which 
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Guernica, a predominantly Basque town in the then self-autonomous Basque region of 
Spain, was bombed to the ground. Few survived  
the attack, and following Francisco Franco’s win during the war and the subsequent 
removal of Basque autonomy, the Basque population formed the ETA in 1959. The 
ETA aimed to earn back Basque self-autonomy and separate from the country. 
 
2) Escalation 
The escalation of the ETA’s methodology has particular turning points that should be 
noted. After operating for 9 years 
relatively peacefully, mostly spent 
with recruitment and forming the 
thought processes of the movement, 
the ETA’s first kill came in 1968. The 
killing of a police officer would 
become the signature of the ETA, as 
they are known to have targeted civil 
Servants rather than civilians first and 
foremost. During Franco’s reign their 
acts progressively escalated, such as 
the killing of Franco’s prime minister, 
Luis Carrero Blanco, with explosives 
planted on the road he was driving 
on.  

 
While such acts did nothing to earn the ETA any public sympathy from the Spanish 
they were awarded autonomy in 1979, after Franco’s death in 1975 and the restoration 
of democracy in the country, under the Statute of Guernica.  

 
3) Shift in Public Opinion 
While the ETA’s acts before Franco’s 
death were violent, their escalating 
violence aggravated civilians 
relatively worse after his death and 
with the restored democracy of the 
country. The two main shifting points 
came with one of their most violent 
attacks, the killing of 21 civilians in a 
Barcelona supermarket. The attack 
was a car bomb directed at civilians, 
different from the usual ETA attack 
targeting civil servants, thus 
prompting more backlash from the 
people. The ETA apologized, in an 

unprecedented response. The second 
breaking point in the conflict came in 
1997, with the kidnapping and killing 

Picture 1: Policemen searching the wreckage where Blanco’s car exploded. Madrid, Spain, 
1973. 

 

Picture 2: Spanish protests after the death of Blanco, 1997. 
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of young politician Miguel Angel Blanco. Blanco became a symbol for the Spanish 
resistance of Basque violence. 6 million people marched in Spain against ETA 
violence, a protest which was likened to those against Franco’s regime. The backlash 
and subsequent crackdown on ETA activities prompted ETA to announce their first 
real ceasefire in 1998.  
 
4) Peace Negotiations 
The ETA was influenced greatly by Northern Ireland’s separation from England and 
aimed to achieve the same outcome. However, the Spanish government had always 
been very adamant that they would not negotiate with terrorists unless they indefinitely 
disbanded and tried peaceful routes. Batasuna, a political party aiming to solve the 
issue politically, was banned from parliament in 2003. Peacemaking attempts failed 
three times, most recently in 2005. Prime Minister Zapatero’s failed attempt resulted in 
the end of another ceasefire in 2006 and the death of 2 more citizens. 

 
5) Current Situation 
The ETA announced an indefinite ceasefire in 2010, while they held onto their 
weapons caches, which they handed over to the government in 2017. Their 
underground thought organization Ekin also disbanded in 2011, leading many to 
believe this was the final surrender of the organization. Current Basque nationalists 
attest to having adopted a softer approach to the issue. Recent polls after the Catalonia 
referendum showed that 63% of the Basque population were averse to the Catalan 
approach to the issue of autonomy, 44% stating that they want greater autonomy 
peacefully and only 23% stating that they want their own country. 

 
Major Parties Involved and Their Views 
Spanish and French Governments 
Both governments demand total surrender from the ETA and Basque nationalists. 

 
Batasuna 
Batasuna was the Basque separatist party representing the Basque cause in the Spanish 
Parliament. They demanded a democratic solution to the problem that would both stop 
bloodshed and earn the Basque their independence. The party was disbanded by the 
government in 2003 on the grounds that they were using public money to fund terrorist 
organization ETA. 

 
ETA 
Although they’ve been largely inactive in the past years, the ETA are extremist 
separatists. While currently in a ceasefire, there are still many concerns surrounding 
the organization and their very possible relapse into violent action. 

 
European Union 
The EU has publicly condemned the ETA on several occasions. The ETA has been 
recognized as a terrorist organization in all EU countries since 2001. 
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Timeline of Events 
Date of Event Event 

1959 Basque independence group ETA is formed. 

1968 
Meliton Manzanas, police chief in the Basque city of San 
Sebastian, becomes the first victim of the ETA. 

1973 
Prime Minister Luis Carrero Blanco is killed in explosive 
attack by ETA while driving his car. 

1980 
ETA kills nearly 100 people in a single year, its deadliest year 
ever. 

1983 Anti-Terrorist Liberation Groups (GAL) are formed. 

September 1985 First ETA car bomb kills a US tourist and wounds 16 civil servants. 

July 1986 Twelve Civil Guards are killed in Madrid while 50 are wounded. 

July 1987 
ETA apologizes for the killing of twenty-one shoppers in a 
supermarket in Barcelona. 

1993 
The socialist party starts to lose support due to their affiliation 
with GAL. 

July 1997 ETA kidnaps and kills Popular Party member Miguel Angel Blanco. 

November 20th, 
2000 

Former Health Minister Ernest Lluch is shot dead in Barcelona. 

March 11th, 
2004 

Islamic radicalistic group Al Qaeda causes the death of 191 people in Madrid 
with a train bomb attack, which the government blames on the ETA. 
Following the shock of the attack, the election is won by socialist Zapatero. 

October 10th, 
2004 

When the ETA’s alleged leader is caught, Zapatero appeals to 
the ETA to cease violence. 

March 22nd, 
2006 

ETA declares another ceasefire. 

December  30th, 
2006 

A car bomb kills two Ecuador citizens in the Madrid airport, 
prompting Zapatero to call off peace negotiations. 

January 14th, 
2008 

Zapatero declares that no negotiation will be made with the ETA, saying total 
surrender is their only option. 
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March 7th, 2008 
Isaias Carrasco, former councilor for the Socialist Party, is killed in 
Mondragon by the ETA. 

November 5th, 
2008 

ETA owns up to 10 separate bombing incidents and declares they will not 
cease violence. 

November 17th, 
2008 

ETA’s alleged leader, Garikoitz Aspiazu Rubina, is arrested in 
France’s Pyrenean region, near northern Spain. 

December 3rd, 
2008 

Ignacio Uria, owner of the construction company Altuna y Uria, 
is shot dead in Azpeitia by the ETA. 

December 8th, 
2008 

French authorities arrest “Balak,” Rubina’s successor. 

April 18th, 2009 
Jurdan Martitegi, ETA’s new leader, is arrested by French 
authorities. 

August 9th, 
2009 

ETA claims all bombing attacks for the months of June and 
July, which had killed 3 civil servants and injured 46. 

November 14th, 
2009 

Batasuna suggests a political liberation process similar to 
Ireland and the United Kingdom, which is rejected by the 
Spanish government. 

February 28th, 
2010 

Ibon Gogeascoechea, ETA’s new leader and fugitive of 12 years, is arrested in 
Normandy. 

March 17th, 
2010 

A French police officer is killed in Paris by alleged ETA 
members. 

September 5th, 
2010 

ETA announces that they will not continue carrying out any 
armed attacks. 

September 10th, 
2010 

ETA announces neutrality and ceasefire so long as they are not 
in a position to defend themselves against a government-
initiated attack. 

October 28th, 
2011 

Batasuna announces they will condemn violence publicly in order to be 
recognized in the parliament, which is not satisfactory enough to the Spanish 
government. 

January 10th, 
2011 

ETA declares permanent ceasefire, which is rejected by Spanish 
authorities on the grounds that they must permanently and 
irreversibly cease all activities. 

September 23rd, 
2011 

ETA prisoners call for permanent ceasefire in both France and Spain. 

October 1st, 
2011 

Ekin organization disbands permanently. 
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Evaluation of Previous Attempts to Resolve the Issue 
Previous attempts to solve the issue are as follows: 
• Guernica Statute 
Awarded the Basque their autonomy after the death of Francisco Franco in 1975. The 
Statute, present since 1979, had aimed to decrease ETA violence but ended up 
aggravating it due to the unmet demands of the Basque people. 
 
• Zapatero Process 
An initiative taken by Prime Minister Zapatero in 2005. Meetings and negotiations 
with the ETA occurred in Geneva and Oslo, continuing into 2006, when ETA declared 
a ceasefire. However, the virtual peace was short lived as a car bomb in Madrid airport 
killed two tourist. Zapatero called off all negotiations after ETA owned up to the 
attack.  
 
Possible Solutions 
Bearing in mind the ETA’s complete surrender in 2017, a second negotiation process 
could prove helpful to the eventual resolution of the issue. A referendum like the 
Catalonian one in 2017 could be pursued 8as scheduled in 2008) in order to gauge 
public inclination in the region and former administrative representatives could be 
chosen to represent the cause against the government rather than ETA members, which 
would minimize public backlash.  
 
It should also be noted that the public opinion has shifted from one pursuing a totally 
independent Basque to one aiming to achieve better autonomy from Spain, suggesting 
that negotiations could occur more peacefully after a referendum of the sort mentioned 
beforehand. It is strongly recommended that negotiations be supervised by impartial 
countries like the Zapatero Process of 2005 in order to favor both sides equally. This 
could also be achieved by UN action. 
 
Further Reading 
• https://www.usip.org/publications/2015/12/basque-conflict-and-eta-difficulties-ending 

 
• https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-11183574 

 
• https://www.reuters.com/article/us-spain-eta-events/timeline-key-events-in-history-of-basque-

separatists-eta-idUSTRE79G5FC20111017 
 

• https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-11181982 
 

• https://www.un.org/sc/ctc/news/keyword/eta 
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