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Politics: Calderón displays his ability to rule
By Adam Thomson
Published: May 9 2007 06:02 | Last updated: May 9 2007 06:02

When some of Mexico’s most influential politicians gathered recently at a lunch in a colonial
house-turned-restaurant in the south of the capital, it was only natural that the conversation turned
quickly to Felipe Calderón and Andrés Manuel López Obrador, the two protagonists of last year’s
disputed presidential contest.

What was surprising, however, was the overwhelming cross-party consensus that Mr Calderón, member
of the centre-right National Action Party (PAN) and winner of the election, had consolidated power since 
he assumed office on December 1 last year.

Indeed, as recently as late November, some political analysts were asking themselves not what Mr
Calderón would be like once in power but rather how long he would last. Mr López Obrador, the leftwing
runner up, was dominating the newspaper headlines and the Democratic Revolution Party (PRD) to 
which he belongs was vowing to make life intolerable for the 44-year-old Mr Calderón.

“He has established himself as president far quicker than anyone could have imagined,” says Jorge
Zepeda, a political analyst in Mexico City. This view is backed up in the polls. According to Alejandro
Hope of GEA, a Mexico City-based consultancy, Mr Calderón’s popularity has already risen from 52 per
cent when he took office in December to 64 per cent in March. “What people most underline when asked
is Calderón’s ability to govern,” says Mr Hope.

So how has the president managed to turn things around so rapidly? Leo Zuckermann, a political 
analyst in Mexico City, says his success is the result of two factors. The first is his immediate decision 
once in office to mount a full-scale offensive against organised crime, in particular the drugs trade.

The operation, which has consisted of sending thousands of troops to various hotspots around the 
country as well as extraditing 15 top leaders of drugs cartels to the US, changed the political debate, 
took Mr López Obrador off the front pages and gave Mexicans an unequivocal sense that somebody
had seized the reins in the presidential palace.

“It set Calderón apart from the previous administration and sent a strong message that this government
means business,” says Mr Zuckermann.

The second factor was Mr Calderón’s ability to push through Congress a reform of ISSSTE, the
pensions system for public employees. The reform, which is designed to put the system on a firm
financial footing by setting up individual accounts for workers and substantially raising the retirement
age, proved Mr Calderón’s ability to make deals in Congress – something that was conspicuously
missing from Mr Fox’s arsenal of talents.

It also proved his ability to sideline the PRD, the second-largest force in Congress: the initiative passed
smoothly and quickly though both chambers in spite of vehement opposition from Mr López Obrador’s
legislators.

Indeed, Mr López Obrador’s influence seems to have waned to such an extent since Mr Calderón came
to power that a group of sympathetic businessmen recently launched a campaign to try to raise money
by selling loaves of cheap bread around Mexico City. The idea is to channel 25 per cent of the profits to
Mr López Obrador’s campaign.

But if things look good for Mr Calderón, there are still a few reasons to temper overt optimism. The main
one is the tough reform agenda analysts say he needs to pass through Congress to raise productivity 
and make Mexico a more competitive place.

Among other things, the challenges include an imminent fiscal reform to reduce the government’s
increasing dependence on oil revenues, a labour reform and an energy reform to arrest falling levels of
oil production and give Pemex, the state oil monopoly, room to work more freely with private capital.

For all these reforms, Mr Calderón will need the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI), the movement
that governed Mexico for seven uninterrupted decades until 2000.

Beatriz Paredes, the party’s new leader, told the FT that the relationship with Mr Calderón would be
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“constructive”, and it is an open secret that the two know and get along with each other.

Yet the PRI is no longer the disciplined force it once was, and Ms Paredes is no longer the only voice in
the party. Jorge Zepeda, a political analyst in Mexico City, argues that since the PRI lost the presidency,
the traditional and undisputed source of the party’s command chain, it has increasingly begun to
resemble a constellation of powers very similar to how it first looked at the time of its founding 80 years
ago.

All this means that Ms Paredes will act more as a negotiator between the various centres of power that
have formed in recent months: a handful of state governorships and Manlio Fabio Beltrones and Emilio
Gamboa, the party’s two leaders in Congress. “It’s going to be a delicate process and one whose
dynamic will change depending on the issue discussed,” says Mr Zepeda.

None of this is necessarily bad for Mr Calderón. It just means that progress on the reform agenda may
be slower than he would like. It also means that he will have to use every ounce of the substantial 
political skill he has already proved he possesses.
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