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Economy poses main test for Calderón 
By Adam Thomson in Mexico City 
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It has been a long and at times anxious wait for Felipe Calderón, who on Tuesday finally became Mexico’s 
president-elect.  

But the 44-year-old Harvard-trained technocrat will know better than anyone that the last two months will have seemed 
like sipping a margarita on a Cancún beach compared to the challenges awaiting him over the coming months and 
years.  

To begin with, the disputed presidential election has left the country politically deeply divided. Mr Calderón, who comes 
from the same centre-right National Action Party (PAN) as Vicente Fox, the outgoing head of state, won by a mere 
234,000 votes in a country with a population of more than 100m. Moreover, he won only one of Mexico’s southern 
states, which are considerably poorer than the north.  

The recent tactics of Andrés Manuel López Obrador, the charismatic leftwing candidate who came a close second, 
have also made Mr Calderón’s task of winning over a divided population considerably harder.  

Mr López Obrador’s insistence that the election was rigged has helped perpetuate that idea, and on Monday a poll 
published in the El Universal newspaper showed that 39 per cent of the country believes there was fraud.  

On the economy, too, Mr Calderón faces potentially huge problems. While the country is set to grow a respectable 4 
per cent this year and public finances are the most solid in decades, Mexico’s fortunes continue to be tied to those of 
the US, where there are increasing signs that growth is slowing.  

In addition, the country is fast losing its competitiveness. While other manufacturing nations such as India and China 
gained a combined 22 places in the 2006 World Competitiveness Yearbook, a survey of 61 countries compiled by the 
Swiss-based Institute for Management and Development (IMD), Mexico lost three places. 

Many economists attribute much of that fall to the absence of several now well-known structural reforms, including 
labour reform, fiscal reform and an energy-sector reform to allow Pemex, the state oil monopoly, to associate with 
private companies that have the know-how to drill in deep water, where most of Mexico’s untapped reserves lie.  

But Luis Rubio, president of Cidac, a Mexico-based thinktank, argues that Mr Calderón must also root out layers of 
bureaucracy and inefficient rules that add to the state’s running costs, stifle competition and ultimately protect interest 
groups such as private monopolies and bloated unions.  

“In theory it’s easy to resolve these problems but in practice it requires huge political capacity to form the necessary 
political alliances,” he says.  

So what does Mr Calderón propose? Ernesto Cordero, one of his key economists during the campaign, says the first 
priorities in government will be to generate employment and extend Mr Fox’s social programmes to tackle the 
immense poverty that continues to plague Mexico.  

He says, for example, that Mr Calderón will make good on his campaign promise to cut in half electricity and gas bills 
for the poorest 6m families via a direct subsidy that will cost the government about 5bn pesos.  

Mr Calderón also intends to make headway on the structural issues. Among other things, he has proposed introducing 
a flat tax and giving Pemex the flexibility needed to enter into joint ventures with private oil companies. But analysts 
say that he will need to show considerably greater skill than Mr Fox in forming the necessary congressional alliances.  

For now, things look potentially promising. Mr Calderón’s PAN won 206 of the 500 seats in the lower house of 
Congress, while the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI), which governed Mexico for 71 years until 2000, obtained 
104. Mr López Obrador’s PRD won 126. The sum of the PAN and PRI seats is more than the simple majority needed 
for most reforms and not far off the two-thirds majority required for the constitutional changes needed, for example, for 
a comprehensive energy reform. 

In a recent interview, Mr Calderon told the FT he would work towards a coalition government based on a shared 
legislative agenda with other parties to ensure the necessary congressional majority.  
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He also said he would be prepared to name a multi-party cabinet, and hinted that the PRI would be an important 
element in such an approach. “I understand the message in the ballot box and that is why I am now sending messages 
of unity and conciliation,” he said. 

Leo Zuckermann, a political analyst in Mexico City, says that if Mr Calderón succeeds in all of this it will be the first 
step in reducing the threat posed by Mr López Obrador and his followers, who have vowed not to recognise his 
government.  

But he admits that if the president-elect fails to make headway, life could become very uncomfortable very quickly. 
“Calderón has to be almost religious about looking after the economy to prevent López Obrador from gaining 
legitimacy,” he says. “If the economy tanks he is going to have big, big problems.”  
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