Mexico: Crucial Election on the Horizon
The political elite should take care of the needs of the average citizen-create jobs, expand educational opportunities, combat corruption, and diminish street crime.

By George W. Grayson

Mexico City's storytellers love to regale visitors with tales about the missing appendages of national heroes. Some insist that nineteenth-century dictator Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna buried a combat-severed leg amid pomp and circumstance. They also recall the amputated arm of revolutionary paladin Gen. Alvaro Obregon, who wore his empty sleeve as a badge of patriotic valor when successfully running for president twice in the

1920s. Several years ago, local raconteurs began acclaiming Ernesto Zedillo as the nation's first "nine-fingered president." This sobriquet sprang from the incumbent's spurning the use of his index finger to select his successor in a traditional procedure known as the dedazo, after the Spanish word for finger, dedo.

Why did Zedillo renounce the dedazo? How will this decision affect the July 2 presidential election? Can observers expect continuity or change in Mexico's policies, especially as they affect the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and the United States? What legacy will Zedillo leave?

A few months ago, Zedillo's Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI), which has controlled the presidency since its founding in 1929, seemed destined to lose Los Pinos presidential palace this year. Zedillo took office in late 1994 on a platform that championed economic and political liberalization. Scarcely three weeks after his inauguration, the new chief executive fell prey to the worst economic downturn since the Great Depression. The crisis sparked a major peso devaluation, triple digit interest rates, a 6.5 percent contraction of GDP, a sharp increase in unemployment, and a widening of the already considerable gap between the nation's haves and have-nots.

Voters quickly took revenge on the PRI, although Zedillo's predecessor's initiatives rather than his own actions precipitated the economic debacle. They placed nominees of the center-right National Action Party (PAN) in a half- dozen statehouses; they selected Cuauhtemoc Cardenas, leader of the leftist- nationalist Democratic Revolutionary Party (PRD), as mayor of Mexico City; and they gave PAN, the PRD, and several small opposition parties a majority of seats in the 500-member Chamber of Deputies.

Following the mid-1997 mayoral and legislative balloting, the PRI appeared to have one foot in the grave and another on a banana peel. The question seemed to be whether PAN's Vicente Fox Quesada, the 54 year-old governor of Guanajuato, or the PRD's Cardenas, 63, who had lost two previous bids for the presidency, would succeed Zedillo.

The loss of a dedazo-selected PRI mossback in the mid 1998 gubernatorial contest in Zacatecas, long a rotten borough of the ruling party, convinced Zedillo and PRI leaders of the merit of choosing their nominees in primaries, or consultas. Much to the surprise of veteran politicians, the PRI found that more electable candidates emerged from an open nominating process.

As a result, the party decided to select its presidential standard-bearer in a primary, held late last year. While four established priistas threw their hats in the ring, the race quickly narrowed to two men: former Government Secretary Francisco Labastida Ochoa, 57, who had held three key cabinet posts and an ambassadorship after serving as governor of Sinaloa and as a federal legislator; and Roberto Madrazo, 47, who had held seats in the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate before winning the governorship of Tabasco in 1994.


Hard-liners known as "dinosaurs" groused that throwing open this critical choice would wreak havoc on the party. They warned darkly of an embarrassingly low turnout, the inability to recruit militants to staff 64,000 voting places nationwide, and the possibility that a bare-knuckled internecine battle would rupture the faction-ridden party. The upshot, naysayers insisted, would be a victory for PAN or the PRD.
Several weeks before the primary, the party's Cassandras- accustomed to top-down control over decisionmaking- urged Zedillo, to cancel what had wound up as an expensive, acrimonious, and freewheeling slugfest between Labastida and Madrazo. The wisdom of the president's rejecting such advice became evident on November 7. Despite cold weather and rain in many areas, 9.7 million Mexicans went to the polls, awarding 55 percent of their votes to Labastida. So few serious irregularities marred the balloting that even Zedillo's nemesis Madrazo, whom PRD insiders had urged to jump ship, vowed to stick with the PRI.

The consulta did far more than boost Labastida's credibility. It also ensured that future presidential aspirants would stress issues, popular appeal, and organizational prowess rather than skill at toadying to the incumbent; furnished the PRI with both a list of millions of "favorables" and evidence of its strength and weakness in 300 districts from which members of Congress will be elected in July; and buried forever the authoritarian dedazo as a selection device for chief executives.

One national primary did not transform the PRI into a paragon of internal democracy. Zedillo's entourage unmistakably signaled its preference for Labastida, deemed most likely to continue the nation's market-oriented reforms. These cues emboldened a majority of governors to weigh in on behalf of the president's favorite. Inadequate monitoring of lax campaign-finance limits allowed Labastida and Madrazo to spend pesos like water.

Still, in "amputating" his index finger, Zedillo snatched the PRI from underdog status, weakened the ability of future presidents to arbitrarily select successors, and involved almost one-fifth of the electorate in a decision that used to be made by one man.

Labastida's prospects

The primary triumph gave Labastida, a solid advantage over PAN and PRD contenders. Officials from these two parties devoted months to exploring the possibility of a joint candidate to oust the PRI from Los Pinos. After protracted, highly publicized parleys, the negotiations collapsed last September because neither Fox nor Cardenas would step aside for the other.

Born in Los Pinos, Cardenas had been battling for the presidency since he bolted the PRI in 1987. He seemed to believe he was destined to become chief executive like his father, Lazaro.

Militating against Cardenas' presidential prospects was his poor performance as Mexico City's mayor. Further diminishing his chances were venomous attacks from his former ally, Porfirio Munoz Ledo, who accepted the presidential bid of the small Authentic Party of the Mexican Revolution. Insiders viewed this move as a means to further divide the electorate and enhance the electoral prospects of Fox, who -it was alleged- would bring the wily Munoz Ledo into a top cabinet post.

Fox, a relative newcomer to politics and state governor only since 1995, had been barnstorming the country for two years in pursuit of panista support. He had to launch his campaign early because party traditionalists looked askance at the Guanajuato native, who formed part of PAN's "Northern Barbarian" wing, composed largely of hard-charging entrepreneurs turned politicians.

Although Presidents Zedillo, and Clinton have developed a constructive personal relationship, the run-up to the presidential elections has sharpened nationalist sensibilities in Mexico. Evidence of tensions surfaced in September when the Mexican military returned 72 Vietnam War-vintage helicopters that the Pentagon had provided in 1996 to assist in drug interdiction. Even before two Mexican pilots perished in a March 1998 Huey crash, the army was having problems keeping the choppers in service. As a result, local people began referring to the aircraft as "junk helicopters."

In early November, U.S. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright stated that drug trafficking and organized crime along the frontier with Mexico constitute "a major threat to U.S. national security."

Noting that Mexico enjoyed increased economic and political stability, Albright urged the Zedillo administration to upgrade its law enforcement agencies, long deemed infused with corruption. This comment, which raised hackles in Mexico City, followed on the heels of U.S. drug czar Barry McCaffrey's report that

55 percent of cocaine entering the United States came across the Mexican border.

As for other bilateral matters, Albright stressed that the neighboring countries had signed an agreement in February 1999 calling for cooperation to lower deaths at the border. "The U.S. Border Patrol is working closely with Mexico's Beta Groups to reduce the number of fatalities among illegal migrants," she added.

Mexico's elections and NAFTA

For their part, leading candidates for the Mexican presidency have endeavored to cultivate productive ties with U.S. officials through meetings in Mexico and trips to the United States. Unlike Mexico's last three chief executives, Labastida neither speaks English nor attended an Ivy League university -factors that should immunize him against the "Made in USA” label slapped on many of the PRI's American-educated leaders.

Fox holds a diploma in senior management from Harvard and served as president of Coca Cola Inc. in Mexico and Central America from 1975 to 1979. Since then, he has concentrated his entrepreneurial talents on the Grupo Fox, which is engaged in agroindustry, cattle raising, and shoe manufacturing. A relative newcomer to politics, Fox won a seat in the Chamber of Deputies in 1988, three years before he lost his run for the governorship of Guanajuato, a post he finally captured in 1995. The economy of Guanajuato, Fox's home state, has expanded thanks to NAFTA, and the PAN candidate has reiterated his desire to enlarge the free-trade understanding. Fox's aggressive, shoot-from-the-hip style, his penchant for blue jeans and cowboy boots, and his reliance on the newly formed Amigos de Fox (Friends of Fox) rather than PANs formal structure have alienated many traditional panistas, including the party's popular 1994 presidential standard bearer Diego Fernandez de Cevallos. Consequently, early-2000 surveys showed Labastida the odds-on favorite, keeping the presidency in PRI hands.

Mexico's Left, which harbors the nation's most acerbic vilifiers of the United States, is beset by deep divisions that minimize its chances of taking over Los Pinos. Cardenas, who is making his third bid for chief executive, enjoys the nominations of the Democratic Revolutionary Party and the small Labor Party. Yet his failure to deliver on overblown promises made in his successful quest for the Mexico City mayorship in 1997 has diminished his popular support nationwide. He has also suffered scorching' attacks from erstwhile comrades, and the entry of several other left-of- center contenders in the presidential sweepstakes has further harmed Cardenas' electoral prospects.

Unanticipated events could derail Labastida's political train. Expert M. Delal Baer of the Center for Strategic and International Studies has highlighted the "culture of intolerance" afflicting Mexican politics in warning about the possibility of assassinations, rebel uprisings, kidnappings, and the overt involvement of drug cartels in the presidential contest. "The 2000 election will bring Mexico to trial by fire," she has written.

As the capital sinks beneath a wave of crime, the provinces smolder, and drug lords send corruption creeping through the establishment, Mexico's rulers seem more interested in fighting one another than their common enemies. For the country to survive as a democracy, this will have to change -and soon. Mexico's institutions are simply too fragile and its commitment to openness too new to withstand such national traumas for long.
Since Baer penned her apocalyptic warning, the PRI has held a peaceful primary; the losers have thrown their support to Labastida; the price of oil, which generates 30 percent of Mexico's federal income, has remained high; and Zedillo has hammered out a year-end budget compromise with key opposition legislators. The majority of Mexicans hold conservative values, and the presence of radicals -whether in guerrilla squads or among firebrands who spearheaded the protracted strike at the National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM) in April 1999 -favors a known quantity like the PRI over opposition parties that have never run the country.

Labastida offers the best hope to manage diverse political forces, attract the private investment crucial to accelerating the nation's growth rate, and create more jobs for the 1.2 million people who enter the workforce each year. The possibility that the PRI, which now holds 238 seats, will enlarge its numbers in the 500-member Chamber of Deputies enhances the likelihood that, of all the presidential hopefuls, Labastida has the best chance of gaining legislative approval for controversial proposals, particularly in energy and banking matters.

In contrast, a President Fox would confront a Congress dominated by the PRI and PRD. By and large, leaders of these two parties detest their PAN counterparts more than each other. Even if Fox forged a broad-based unity cabinet, he might well find his initiatives torpedoed by a PRI/PRD/minor parties coalition. He could also encounter continual struggles with hostile labor organizations. Links to the PRI have discouraged trade-union officials from launching strikes in recent years. They would have no such compunction against harassing a PAN administration with work stoppages, traffic-snarling marches in major cities, and even acts of sabotage against government installations. Under such conditions, one can only imagine government paralysis, mounting social unrest, drug cartels occupying ever-more political space, and the proliferation of rebel bands. In the worst possible case, narcotraffickers might ally with guerrillas as in Colombia, ensuring violent confrontations with Mexico's armed forces.

Zedillo's legacy

Labastida will benefit from his close ties to Zedillo. As he entered the last months of his tenure, the president boasted the approval of more than 55 percent of citizens interviewed by public-opinion firms. One reason for his remarkable popularity sprang from his promptness in responding to victims of natural disasters. When, in October, hurricane - impelled flooding devastated Mexico's southern states, the chief executive made nine trips to affected areas. He offered comfort to the families of the hundreds of people killed and assistance to the 300,000 people driven from their homes by mudslides and torrential rains.

In addition, Zedillo made good on campaign promises to keep a lid on official spending, limiting public debt to 1.25 percent of GDP. Two measures attest to the confidence in his no-nonsense economic management: Foreign investment rose from $ 7.6 billion in 1996 to $ 10 billion in 1999; during the same Period, hard currency  reserves nearly doubled, increasing from $17.5 billion to $30 billion. Meanwhile, GDP expanded 3.7 percent amid declining prices - with growth of 4 percent and an inflation rate of 10 percent predicted for 2000. 

Zedillo left several institutional legacies to fortify Mexico's economy. To begin with, he placed the central bank on a quasi- independent status to militate against the politically motivated expansion of the money supply that took place during Carlos Salinas' last year in office, precipitating the 1995-96 crisis. Zedillo also sought to increase woefully low domestic savings, expand bank deposits, and provide retirement income for workers. Thus, he devised the Pension Fund Administrators program (Afores), permitting approximately 12.7 million workers to establish individual retirement accounts. By mid-1998, one year after the creation of Afores, 96 percent of eligible participants had affiliated with the program, to which employers also contributed. As a result, the fund managers began to focus on the 20 million-plus workers who lacked benefits, mainly because they worked in the informal economy.

Moreover, Zedillo established the Bank Savings Protection Institute to supervise and rehabilitate private banks that the government had rescued during the 1995-96 financial crisis. Although critics attacked the extremely costly bailout because of benefits accruing to wealthy supporters of prominent politicians, Zedillo's failure to act might have delivered the coup de grace to the country's wobbly banking system.

Finally, in mid-1999 Zedillo's regime, which benefitted from a brisk upturn in oil earnings, negotiated a standby credit of $4.123 million with the IMF to support the government's 1999-2000 economic program. Although Mexico did not plan to draw on these funds, Zedillo wanted to immunize the nation against the financial distress associated with past changes in administrations.

Conclusion

Zedillo deserves credit for preparing the country for sustained growth, demanding cleaner elections, and changing the PRIs nominating procedure. Yet, the dismantling of both ossified institutions and a state-dominated economy has proceeded without key political actors agreeing on either new rules of the game or institutions for resolving disputes. Several examples illustrate this threat to the country's stability.

First, although three successive administrations had endorsed and advanced the nation's economic opening, the PRD savaged neoliberalism in 1999, while PAN refused to back broadened private investment in the generation and transmission of electricity. At the same time, three of the four PRI primary candidates lambasted free-market economic policies.

Second, the presence of a half-dozen parties in Congress means representation for many more interests than when the San Lazaro legislative palace constituted a virtual PRI clubhouse. Admittedly, Congress suffers from anemic staff, little or no research capability, and a bar on immediate reelection. Still, rather than striving to strengthen their branch vis-A-vis the executive, the lawmakers too often eschew building coalitions for waving banners, booing speakers, engaging in fistfights, shouting insults, and mooning each other.

According to respected analyst Luis Rubio, these tactics reveal that "not all politicians and parties appear satisfied with existing mechanisms of representation or, even more serious and worrisome, they are not disposed to accept electoral results." For example, instead of working to resolve a strike that closed the 260,000 student UNAM for more than 10 months, leftist leaders in the capital's city council aligned with the demonstrators against the courageous rector who had sought to raise tuition from pennies to $140 per year. The strike raged even after UNAM's governing body agreed that increased payments could be voluntary.

Third, despite PRI-PAN agreements over budgets in 1997 and '98, the rescue of the banking system, and some privatization measures, intolerance pervades the system. This fact manifested itself during the negotiations between PAN and the PRD over a possible joint presidential candidate in 2000. Fox's overwhelming advantage in public-opinion polls aside, Cardenas' allies insisted on selecting the nominee  in a national primary. They favored this method not because it would produce the strongest standard-bearer but because they might have been able to manipulate the voting to defeat the PAN front-runner.

The inchoate political process militates against elected officials being able to diminish street crime, expand educational opportunities, accelerate job creation, combat corruption, curb drug trafficking, and eradicate poverty, Mexico's political elite should heed the example of Venezuela, where voters, fed up with self-serving politicians, opted for a national savior in the person of retired Col. Hugo Chavez. Failure to resolve problems that concern average citizens could discredit the three major parties. In that case, establishment leaders might suffer political decapitation rather than the mere loss of a presidential finger.
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KEY DATES IN MEXICO'S MOVE TOWARD DEMOCRATIZATION
It was once said that "democracy exists 364 days a year in Mexico; it's only missing on election day."
October 1977: President Jose Lopez Portillo introduced the Federal Law of Political Organizations and Political Processes. Designed to enhance the legitimacy of an authoritarian, single-party dominant regime, this measure (1) eased participation requirements for opposition parties, (2) allocated one-quarter of the seats in the enlarged, 400-member Chamber of Deputies to individuals elected via proportional representation, and (3) provided the PRI's political foes with guaranteed access to the media, mailing privileges, and subsidies for their political activities.

August 1989: Eager to project a modem image, President Carlos Salinas allowed the National Action Party (PAN) to win the statehouse of Baja California. This gubernatorial victory, the first by an opposition candidate since the PRI's founding in 1929, paved the way for additional triumphs by PAN and the Democratic Revolutionary Party (PRD). By March 2000, these parties boasted the governorships of 10 states, as well as the mayorship of Mexico City and scores of other major cities.

February 1990: Salinas contacted President George Bush about exploring the formation of a North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). This conversation gave rise to several years of negotiations, culminating in NAFTA's approval by the U.S. Congress in November 1993; the pact took effect on January 1, 1994. During this period, Salinas entered into a variety of agreements with the National Action Party, including recognition of PAN electoral successes, to demonstrate that a local version of political glasnost complemented the economic perestroika. Often overlooked was the chief executive's repression of the PRD, as well as his arbitrary removal of nearly half of his own party's governors.

October 1990: Congress passed comprehensive legislation that established the Federal Electoral Institute (IFE) to conduct all federal elections. The IFE (1) revised the voter registration list, (2) undertook a vigorous campaign to increase registrations, (3) trained teams of private election observers, (4) introduced a nonconterfeitable voter ID card and other reforms to curb vote fraud, and (5) formed part of a structure to which aggrieved candidates could appeal results to citizen councillors. The 31 states and the Federal District established their own electoral institutes to promote clean elections.

July 6, 1997: For the first time in modern history, PAN, the PRD, and several minor parties collectively won a majority of seats in the Chamber of Deputies, whose membership had been increased to 500.

November 7, 1999: PRI selected its standard-bearer in the first-ever national primary, open to all registered voters. Some 9.7 million citizens participated in this contest in which former Government Secretary Francisco Labastida garnered an absolute majority. -G.W.G.

