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from the zad to the Basque Country

ust where the Saulce’s old kennels once stood,
bang in the middle of the zad, two buildings have
risen amidst the brambles. Since last summer,
‘brigades’ from the Basque Country, helped by some
locals, have been building the Ambazada - a space
dedicated to rebellious peoples of the world who want to
meet one another. We don’t know what tomorrow’s
Internationals will be made of. Perhaps this is how they
will be built, by merging wooden barn raising and
political talks, meals for hundreds of people and songs
from all over the world. One thing is certain, what has
put down roots here is not the kind of solidarity that is
mere window dressing and statements without
consequences. On Sunday the 8th of April, after two
weeks of erecting straw-bale walls and rendering them,
the Basques returned home. But the very next day, as
soon as they heard about the vast police operation that
was under way to destroy the zad, they felt an obligation
to charter a bus for the following weekend. They were
present with us, facing the gendarmes, and holding with
thousands of others the fragile hopes of resistance and
reconstruction. Many came from the other side of the
Pyrenees, from Hegoalde, and in particular from a
neighbourhood of Gasteiz, Errekaleor - which is entirely
squatted. On the 20th of April, an ‘official’ twinning
sealed the destinies of both this neighbourhood and the
zad.
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he largest squat in the Basque Country is silent
tonight. Nobody hangs out in the streets. One
has to follow the only spot of light to come
across any residents, sitting down at the table in silence,
they face a man and a woman standing on a stage. Two
hundred people total attention is directed towards both
the pair, no fork would have dared move to begin to eat.
She closes her eyes, plunges herself deep into her
tongue, and begins. The verses come one after another
along an unadorned tune. First a beat of ten in the verse,
next eight beats - the metric is as complex as it’s
impeccable. At the start the tempo drawls, then
accelerates, bringing forth the drop. A few more rhymes,
and then a breath-taking emergence, to cheers and
applause. Then, in response, the man begins to sing, she
is already smiling. Bursts of laughter spread. Extreme
concentration blended with humour; seriousness with
apposite jokes.
This wasn’t the first bertso saio to take place in
Errekaleor. One could even say that improvised singing
is a firmly rooted tradition in this occupied district of
Gasteiz. But tonight, they received the greatest: Amet
and Maialen are recipients of the Txapela - a prize
awarded every four years to the best bertsolari. The
final attracts an audience of 15,000 and you have to
book your tickets several months to see them. It goes
without saying that the award-winners become
countrywide celebrities. We get to know everything
about their lives, their loves, their weaknesses. Yet they
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were here tonight, in a squat, in the cold, with no frills,
offering the finest word plays to us all for two hours.
They felt at home here, like they do anywhere amongst
the Basque community. Maddi, a local resident and also
bertsolari in her spare time, unveils the themes brought
up in the improvisations to us: ‘Carles Puigdemont is
locked up with an ETA’s prisoner.’ They construct their
stories and rhetoric word after word without flinching. A
stinging rhyme compares the food given to prisoners to
the seitan served this evening at the banquet. ‘You live at
Errekaleor, and one morning, still half asleep and sitting
on the toilet, you turn on the light instinctively…’ The
song is anchored in the reality of this place, in its brick
walls; it brings back the day last May, when loads of
cops came to cut off the electricity supply. The bertsos
tells the story of the demonstrations in defence of the
neighbourhood, and finishes with the evocation of the
tidy sum raised thanks to the recent crowdfunding.
Indeed, to fight back against the municipality that
‘disconnected’ them, the inhabitants of Errekaleor’s had
just raised more than 100,000 euros to buy a load of
solar panels. Tonight’s event was bring to together the
donors who took part in the fundraising, to thank them.

A Neighbourhood outside the City
Like most activities since the blackout, the evening
unfolded in the gaztetxe1 . It was lit with the power from
the only generator in the neighbourhood, given by an
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1 - Gaztetxe are squatted self managed youth houses found in towns and
villages across the Basque country.

ikastola2 in Donosti. With its colourful stained-glass
windows and vaulted ceiling, the common hall takes
pride of place in the main square. A cross remains,
sitting atop of the apex, to remind us about its original
purpose. The Catholic cooperative, ‘Un mundo mejor’
(‘A Better World’), had seen fit to build the church and
neighbourhood at the same time in 1959. The
neighbourhood had sought to house workers in a calm
and dignified setting. They had come from across Spain,
to work in the Gasteiz’s foundry and rolling-mill - before
that, they were crammed together in vast slums. This
accommodations would be far from the city, surrounded
by fields and at the edge of the Errekaleor (‘Dry River’
in Basque language).
At the end of the only road that leads to the
neighbourhood sixteen two-storey blocks, divided into
two units of six flats, rise out of the ground. Around
1,200 workers came here and piled into the buildings;
following the bankruptcy of the cooperative, most of
them became owners of their flats. The trees are as old
as the flats; if one steps back from the neighbourhood
the constructions disappear, camouflaged by the
branches. Errekaleor is located in the ‘green belt’, the
great pride of the city which it brandishes regularly as it
won a European Union prize for it in 2012.
But real-estate speculation has prevailed. And since
then, buildings have blatantly invaded the farmland on
the southern outskirts of the city. Gasteiz is an
administrative centre, bringing together a parliament
2 - Ikastolas are Basque, community schools, thought and built by the
independence movement. They ensure immersive education in Euskara
language from nursery to high schools.
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and the autonomous government3, as well as the main
university of the southern Basque Country. Today, glass
towers and brand-new buildings are just a few hundred
meters away from the neighbourhood.

A Neighbourhood inside the City
Since the 1980’s, in anticipation of the real-estate
expansion, the city council has been planning to
demolish the old working-class district, thus emptying it
of its residents. Acquisition proposals went hand in hand
with a decrease in public service. Whilst buses were
becoming increasingly rare, the activities offered by the
community centre were slowly disappearing and the
trash was hardly ever being collected, the city council
was communicating relentlessly about how dangerous
this area at the margins was. So much so that even pizza
deliveries ended up no longer wanting to go there.
The local people’s resistance, who demanded to be
relocated to equivalent housing, wore itself out over the
years. And by the turn of the millennium, with the
growing number of flats being emptied, the vicious
circle of ghost towns was virtually complete. The end of
the story seemed already written, but on the 3rd of
September 2013, one of the twenty-six remaining
owners - who was about to leave - handed over his flat’s
keys to the first squatters.
‘Gasteiz is a big university city and the student
movement has always been very strong there. That year,
there were big strikes regarding perennial problems:
8

3 - The Basque Autonomous Community was created in 1979. It enjoys
considerable autonomy in terms of taxation, police, education, and so on.
With only rare exceptions, it is, and was, always governed by the
Christian-democrat Basque Nationalist Party (PNB).

How to pay rent? How to live decently? Part of the
movement thought that we had to stop making demands
and start living differently in the here and now. They
didn’t want to repeat the same mobilisations centred
around the university all the time. So ten students
started squatting here. It had been a year since the
project was planned; they had regular contacts and
meetings with the locals still living in the
neighbourhood. The project was to enable those coming
to study in Gasteiz, to desert… The neighbourhood is
ten minutes by bike from the uni and so many students
came to live here. In the following years, little by little,
the last locals left, because the city council offered them
money, rehousing or a lot of wheeling and dealing. And,
bit by bit, there were more and more squatters. Today,
we are around 100-150. Some live alone in flats, or in
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groups of two or three; others (like me) are a dozen to
share a whole block. Some organise their daily life at
the neighbourhood level; others at their building level.’
A ‘welcome’ commission was created to deal with
newcomers. It aims to explain Errekaleor's project, and
to see if the person’s desires can fit together with it. To
avoid any problems in the future, the commission also
tries to learn about the newcomer from those in her
village or members of the Basque movement who may
know her. Then, if the person is received in the
neighbourhood, the commission strives to introduce the
newcomer to everyone else. This requirement to
regularly define the project encourages the people of
the neighbourhood to constantly refine the way they
speak about the values that bind them together. These
include speaking in Basque, as well as anti-capitalism,
feminism, and seeking food sovereignty. And in fact, one
of the occupants’ first activities was, as soon as they
arrived, to offer Euskara language lessons to the
children of the owners who were still living in the
neighbourhood. Today courses continue, but are now
intended for newcomers. ‘Not everyone is of Basque
origin, some come from Catalonia, for example. We
don’t require people to speak Basque to settle in, but it’s
essential that they’re into a dynamic of learning the
language.’ Contrary to some racial or ethnic definitions
of the people, being Basque means (including, literally,
in Euskara) ‘speaking the Basque language.’ ‘We
organise ourselves using Basque. We live here to be free,
which means among other things to be free to think and
speak in our own language, and to develop our own
culture.’
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‘I myself came to Gasteiz for my studies. From my very
first year I was offered to live in Errekaleor, but I didn’t
dare. I was very young, younger than those who were
squatting. Then I did an Erasmus year, and when I came
back, that’s just what I wanted: to go to Errekaleor. It
was the place where I wanted to live. So little by little
we formed a group - we’re all around 22 years old - to
occupy a new building, and we moved in in 2016. Our
relationships have always remained strong with those of
uni. Sometimes they come for the weekend to take part
in assemblies, to use the neighbourhood’s collective
spaces. And when there are mobilisations, people of the
neighbourhood are very present at their side.’
‘But there aren’t only students. As spaces are vacated,
many young people from the city also came to squat,
and this has created many bonds to Gasteiz’s popular
movement. What I mean by popular movement is, for
example, Gasteiz’s gaztetxe, or Hala Bedi (a very popular
pirate radio station that’s existed since the 1980s), or
even the movement for Basque language, or associations
(like Auzolana that has its foundations in selfmanagement), or the feminist movement… Errekaleor’s
never wanted to be an oasis separated from the rest of
society; quite the contrary, the neighbourhood wants to
cultivate its relationships with the city, in order to
change society...I don’t quite know how to put it… It’s
important that people can feel this relationship. When
there are strikes or demonstrations, we go. I think this is
the reason that little by little, many more people have
come to Errekaleor, They started seeing the
neighbourhood as something that’s accessible. Many
11

cultural activities take place here. And vice versa, we
organise things in the city—at some point, we even had
concerts every Thursday at the Gasteiz’s gaztetxe.’

Remembrance Square
The 3rd of March 1976 is one of Gasteiz’s historic days.
A few months following Franco’s death, rallies, strikes,
and unions were still forbidden. In the city, however,
the workers decided en masse to stop working and met
at a general assembly in a church of the Zaramaga
district. The police assault was brutal: they shot at
people leaving the religious building; 150 were injured
and 5 were killed, including Romualdo Barrosso, a 19year-old Errekaleor’s resident. Today, the windows of
the flat on the ground floor, where he used to live, are
bricked up. Some white render was daubed on the
breeze blocks, providing a canvas on which the locals
have sketched Romualdo and his father’s portraits—the
latter was the founder and lasting president of the
neighbourhood association. ‘NOLAKO ZURA HALAKO
EZPALA’: ‘they were cut of the same cloth’. Since 1976,
there has not been a year that has gone by where the
3rd of March is not celebrated. The name of Barrosso
was also given to the cinema. Inside it, a large board
declares: ‘Errekaleor memoria bizian’ (‘Keep Errekaleor’s
Memory Alive’) reminding us, with the help of
numerous photos, of the history of the 3rd of March and
its first tumultuous commemoration in 1977. In the
projection room, fifteen rows of red seats with
comfortable wooden armrests are lined up; it was built
12

by the locals in 1962. They also built a bakery and a bar
in the same main square. The bar is too dilapidated to
be used by the squatters, but the bakery and cinema
were two of the most emblematic collective facilities of
Errekaleor, that was, before the blackout.
‘When we went to Brittany to present our
neighbourhood, we met with people who agreed to
come to build a wood-fired oven. Ours was electric. We
had just bought it and had done a lot of work, because it
didn’t go through the bakery door, and right at the time
when we finally installed it, they cut off the electricity.
We didn’t even use it once… It's terrible, because we
liked making bread, and we started receiving many
orders from the city for it.’
“You could say that everything has changed since they
came to cut off the electricity. Most kitchens in the flats
were electric, so now the gaztetxe is the only place to
have both gas and light. There we make food for
everyone. People are more united because we’ve done
everything together since the event. Every morning
some go to dumpster dive while others start preparing
the meal or do the housework, and then we all get
together and eat in the yard. In the afternoon we go our
own ways. And in the evening, it starts over: we eat, and
then we stay there playing the guitar and singing…’

18th of May 2017 : Blackout
‘That night we weren’t expecting anything
special—actually, there was a bertso saio. We got a
phone call telling us that they’d come in the morning.
13
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What did we do? We woke whole neighbourhood up.
Each block has its own identifying number, there’s no
door bells. So we shouted, not people’s names, but their
buildings’ numbers. Once everyone was up, we had a
general assembly. It was two o'clock in the morning, and
the bertso saio was still taking place in the gaztetxe, so
we had to go to the community centre building. We
started to equip ourselves with stuff to fight back. We
knew that they were coming for the electricity, so we
chose to defend the transformer. We took a lot of
rubbish—admittedly, we had loads… We made a huge
pile, some chained themselves to it, and then everyone
else stood in front. We did that all night, without
knowing what time they’d arrive. That was a super
productive all-nighter for everyone.’
‘Then the Ertzaintza4 arrived, together with Iberdrola
(the Spanish electricity company). Do you know what
we call “herri harresiak”? It’s a technique that consists
of standing in the way with our own bodies. It was used,
especially, to defend the young Basques whom they
wanted to imprison. We did just that—passive
resistance—and it lasted for about five hours. In the end
we succeeded in protecting the transformer. They
managed to clear off the first group of people, but then,
when they saw those who were chained, they gave up.
But they pulled out all the main electrical cables. There’s
a house further down that was connected to the same
electrical circuit as the neighbourhood’s; they had to
provide it with a generator!’
‘The cops left at around 5pm. We were all exhausted, we
hadn’t slept. But nevertheless, we decided to organise a
demonstration on the same evening at 7pm. I had a very
4 - Police force for the Basque Country (linked, historically, to the PNB).
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important exam the next day, I was risking failing my
whole year if I didn’t go. So I went to see my lecturer,
with my dirty clothes on and bruises all over my face,
and I explained to her, “I'm sorry but I can’t take
tomorrow’s exam.” She was a very important woman in
Gasteiz, she had been elected as the city’s advisor for
cultural affairs. I told her, “I’m sorry, I live in Errekaleor
and we went through that last night.” She was really
moved, “Don’t worry,” she said, “we’ll postpone the
exam and I’ll enquire about what’s going on there.” And
since then, she’s started being interested in it, and
together with other university lecturers, she went to the
city council to support us - she even reported the
developments of the demo on Twitter, because at 7pm
there was the demonstration!’
‘We all took an hours nap, then we held an assembly.
We were all there, marked by the beatings, some were
even returning from hospital, it was really… We were so
moved, so angry, that we yelled during the entire demo.
There were so many people. I’m crap at numbers, but for
us it was really huge. The next day we held more
assemblies, we started reorganising the neighbourhood,
and the working group for communication suggested
that we’d organise a big demonstration two weeks later,
in early June. We prepared for a fortnight. We went to
see many collectives, we went all over the Basque
Country to talk to people. We didn’t have much time.
We said to them, “You must come with your own
messages, because Errekaleor is also your struggle.”
Everyone was really attentive and we crossed a
threshold. We say all the time “before the cut” and
“after the cut”; for us, it’s really two different lives.’
16

3rd of June 2017: Demonstration
‘The protest went from Gasteiz to the neighbourhood.
There were several processions leaving from different
parts of the city: a feminist one, one for the protection of
land, a labour movement one, one for prisoners, and so
on. We all converged in a large square, and then we
went to our neighbourhood, behind the banner “HERRIA
BIZIRIK” (“The People are Alive” in English). Some
people said, “It’s going to be historic”; I myself didn’t
really want to believe that so as not to be disappointed
afterwards. But to see all these people, it was really
moving… “They’re here for us!” It was a two-hour
walk—very long, too long. And we arrived at the
neighbourhood: there were fires, a kind of performance
about us and powerful speeches some from former
neighbourhood residents, who supported us completely.
And then Berri Txarrak, the most famous rock band in
the Basque Country, played. After the concert, there
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were lots of neighbourhood people in front of the stage,
we all hugged each other, “Wow, we succeeded!” At that
time I said to myself, “We’ll give it all we have.” We
were all moved, some people were crying. If I had to
remember one moment only, that’d be the one. Our
parents came to the neighbourhood to take part in the
demonstration; there were old people and there were
youngsters too. Politically and humanely, we felt very
much supported by everyone. When something like that
shows up, you’ve got no choice but to defend it!’
‘After the demonstration, we had loads of support, we
couldn’t believe how strong it was. In the
neighbourhood, we were empowered; outside,
Errekaleor also took a new dimension.’

Bitter Aftertaste and Crowdfunding
‘For two weeks we’d been very active, we’d only focused
on the neighbourhood. We only had one goal—the
event. But we didn’t think about what to do next. We
didn’t really know how to organise all that. We had to
move to a long-term strategy. There was the solar panel
project, but there were still many questions to discuss,
and less and less people coming to the
assemblies—because it’s always somewhat like that in
summer, it empties. We felt useless. We thought that it
wasn’t possible that the coming year be just like the
other, but we didn’t know what to do… Renewable, selfmanaged power have been one of the neighbourhood’s
values for quite a long time, and there was, even before
the cut, a group called “Erreka Energy.” So after the cut,
this group went to visit several places self-sufficient in
18

energy, like Lakabe5 in Navarre. We gathered lots of
ideas, and many people contacted us to help. We invited
them all. We debated, and then we wrote a project to
provide the neighbourhood with its own electricity. We
launched a crowdfunding campaign—saying to ourselves
that any support would be important—but we didn’t
believe that we could amass 100,000 euros in only forty
days. (In fact we got even more than that, it was huge.)
The panels were ordered, but it required a lot of work to
install them. We didn’t know when we would be evicted.
On the one hand, installing this equipment with the
community’s money was a means to legitimise ourselves;
on the other hand, we were taking a hell of a risk. Now,
we said to ourselves, “We believe in it, we will do it!”’
Work began slowly in the autumn. One by one, the
panels started covering the southern wall of the huge
facade. We had to learn how to fix them and how to
connect them to the batteries and power supply of each
block. And in late February, the light bulbs came back
on in the flats. The gymnasium changing room was
turned into communal showers and a communal laundry

5 - A village, which has been occupied since the spring of 1980.
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was also set up. Soon each block of flats will have its
own refrigerator. The organisation of daily life becomes
necessarily more and more communal.

Risks of Eviction
‘The power cut was taken as a sign of their decision to
evict us. It was, and still is, more a matter of conflict
with the Gasteiz’s city council—PNB—than with the
State. With the demonstration they had an opportunity
to back off, but they didn’t; quite the opposite, they
hardened their line. At the start, they said they wanted
to destroy the neighbourhood in order to build more
profitable houses, but, because saying that would make a
bad impression, they instead claimed they wanted to
build ecological gardens…’
‘They said that the neighbourhood wasn’t safe; that,
technically, there were lots of problems. This is what
they said about the power cut too: that it was because of
our dangerous electrical installations. Seriously?
Recently, they said we were all ERNAI’s members, the
youth organisation of the Abertzale Left. Nonsense! This
is a threat that always linger over us in the Basque
Country: to be labelled as “separatist terrorists” because
of our history. And it is a risk legally, but also quite
simply in relation to public opinion6. We don’t know
how they’re going to go about it. Legally, for them, it
should be very long—so far, only one legal action has
been taken against the first block that was occupied.’
6 - For example, 34 people—including Basque elected representatives were arrested and tortured by the Guardia Civil in 2009. The only reason
they were arrested was because of their affiliations to the youth
organisation, Segi. According to the Spanish doctrine, ‘Everything is ETA.’
They remained in prison until 2014, when their case was dismissed.

Just after the blackout, the PNB tried to show that the
case was indeed progressing, and appointed a company
that would carry out demolition work. But they didn’t go
through with it - a sign that the elected members’ had
decided to play for time. Certainly, the upcoming local
election (in 2019) has a lot to do with it, and the
situation could well be frozen until that date.

Spring
‘The fields around the buildings belong to the city
council too. There’d been quite a bit of talking about
their usage, and now the gardening group has a
vegetable garden there. They’re the ones who say when
to plant and when they need help. They call on the
whole neighbourhood and everyone comes. At one point,
a block of flats asked to have its own garden - they
wanted to grow more vegetables and to take better care
of them. That was debated and they took a small plot.
Now, normally, people go to the community garden. Last
year, we thought we needed a tractor. We put the
request on Twitter, and we had it the same day. There is
a very large momentum of support, not only in Gasteiz
or in the Basque Country, but we also have quite a lot of
international relations. What I myself would like to see but that isn’t shared by everyone here—is cows, pigs,
and so on. I’d really like to develop the agricultural side
further, but we decide everything in assembly by
consensus, so it’s difficult… To make patxaran (local sloe
flavoured liquor), for example, we had lots of debates,
“No, that isn’t a priority,” or “It’s alcohol,” etc. My sense
21

is that if people are motivated to do something, they
should do it! I think we need to start producing a lot
more, and increase our self-sufficiency in food. We also
need to think about saving money. We haven’t worked
out all these questions yet, and I believe that many
people aren’t ready for this, because there’s a
supermarket next door… Also I have to say that there’s
no benefits here; people have to work. So they tend to
look toward their jobs, the city, and so on. But when the
situation is more stable, we’ll have to discuss that I
think. The problem is that we don’t know how to
organise and shape large debates in which everyone in
the neighbourhood would be able to express their
opinion. We’re rubbish at that.’

Epilogue
If you ask how the cracks came about on the steps
leading to the gaztetxe, it will inevitably make people
roar with laughter. ‘It’s divine retribution!’ Indeed, the
imposing altar was removed from the church/gaztetxe
with enormous difficulty. The huge granite block did not
want to cede to the incessant pummeling of the sledge
hammer or pneumatic drill. They had to use a grinder
and patiently cut it up to obtain two transportable
blocks. But even cut into bits the altar continued to
fight, and fell over in front of the door onto the steps.
Faced by so much determination to stay in the
neighbourhood, the locals resolved to leave the two
fragments there, now it opportunely serves as public
benches. ‘We’ll reuse it one day,’ they promise ‘for the
cemetery!’
22
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ith ‘Territories in Struggle’, we propose to write and
circulate short publications that allow us to see and
feel the dynamics at work in different spaces of
struggle, in Europe and around the world. In the same vein as our
previous book, Contrées, which likened the experience of the zad
in Notre-Dame-des-Landes to that of the No TAV in Val Susa, it
will be about crossing borders (particularly linguistic borders) and
talking about experiences of resistance that put down roots in
particular places. The protagonists’ voices will give structure to the
stories — searching for the art of interrupting business as normal,
seeking thousand of ways that a small plot of land can secede
from society, feeling for the very moment when existences changes
direction and moves away from established categories, or finding
way to organise ourselves collectively in order to achieve victories.
The circulation of these texts, we hope, will contribute to
deepening the understanding of territories in struggle and the
relationships and solidarities that exist within and between them.
For what we need is much less ‘the convergence of
struggles’—which supposes that all struggles take the same
direction and end up meeting at some mysterious point—and
much more a deep and idiosyncratic relationships between
territories, each one of which is totally unique.
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