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Is the PRI Party Over?
Dynasty's Downfall Could Free Mexico's Modernization 
Agenda

By JOHN LYONS and DAVID LUHNOW  
Staff Reporters of THE WALL STREET JOURNAL 
January 20, 2006; Page A8 

MEXICO CITY -- Roberto Madrazo, the man trying to reclaim the 
Mexican presidency for the country's longtime former ruling party in this 
year's elections, arrived at a campaign rally last fall and had his caravan of 
cars pelted by eggs.

The image of Mr. Madrazo under siege has been replayed on Mexican television since and may become a 
lasting symbol of his campaign and the state of the once monolithic Institutional Revolutionary Party, or 
PRI, that he represents. The PRI ran Mexico for 70 years, and even after losing power to President Vicente 
Fox in the 2000 elections, it has remained the country's single biggest party and dominated Congress.

But Mr. Madrazo's sputtering presidential campaign could change all that, potentially reshaping Mexican 
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politics more deeply than Mr. Fox's victory did six years ago. Ever since the PRI lost the presidency, it has 
used its clout in Congress to block nearly all Mr. Fox's major initiatives, such as allowing more foreign 
participation in the energy industry or overhauling the Byzantine court system. PRI lawmakers even voted 
once to prevent Mr. Fox from leaving the country for a planned meeting with Microsoft Corp. founder Bill 
Gates.

A solid defeat for the PRI could spur its faithful to jump to other existing parties, or to form new ones, 
potentially breaking the legislative logjam and reducing the PRI's influence in Congress.

Mr. Madrazo is running third in every major poll, behind the leftist former mayor of Mexico City, Andrés 
Manuel López Obrador, and the pro-business Felipe Calderón of Mr. Fox's party. The PRI's many different 
factions, once its greatest strength, are proving hard to hold together. Recent revelations about the opulent 
lifestyles of PRI bosses have refreshed memories of the party's corrupt underbelly. Recent polls show that a 
majority of voters wouldn't vote for Mr. Madrazo under any circumstance.

"Mr. Madrazo is going to be the last candidate of the PRI as we know it," says Denise Dresser, a political-
science professor at Mexico's ITAM University.

If Mr. Madrazo's weak showing continues in the coming months, it may also turn the July election into a 
contest of ideas: a showdown between two candidates with fundamentally different views on Mexico's 
decades-old decision to dismantle trade barriers and join the global economy. Mr. López Obrador, who casts 
himself as the defender of the poor in an age of globalization, regularly criticizes Mexico's decision to allow 
foreign ownership of banks, for example, and wants to increase social-welfare spending if elected. Mr. 
Calderón, by contrast, wants to invite foreign participation into the state-run energy industry and speed up 
Mexico's integration into the global system to revive a sluggish economy.

Of course, the party still has time to turn itself around -- and it has powerful resources at its disposal, 
including control of a majority of state governments and most of the public campaign money as the country's 
biggest party. Mr. Madrazo's supporters say the 54-year-old marathon runner is a proven campaigner who 
has slugged his way to victory in the past -- including a 1995 defeat of Mr. López Obrador in the Tabasco 
governorship race. And he is using his reputation as an able politician in casting himself as the most 
effective leader of the three candidates, someone who can get things done even if it means the smoke-filled 
rooms of the party's past.

"It's too early to say the PRI won't win. But if Madrazo doesn't get traction in the coming months, then they 
are in deep trouble," says Luís Rubio, head of a think tank in Mexico City named CIDAC.

Mr. Madrazo's spokesman declined a request for an interview.

It is clear that democracy in Mexico has erased many of the PRI's traditional advantages, including the 
fawning media coverage that it enjoyed while in power. Mr. Madrazo won't have access to traditional 
sources of back-channel cash that the PRI secretly relied on during elections, such as funds controlled by the 
state oil workers' union. Indeed, the union, which still leans toward the PRI, will be under tight scrutiny to 
prevent a repeat of the 2000 campaign, when it funneled tens of millions of dollars to the PRI campaign.

Internal fighting also has cost Mr. Madrazo important sources of grass-roots support, such as the teachers' 
union, Latin America's biggest and richest labor organization. After a falling out with Mr. Madrazo, the head 
of the union is backing a new party whose sole purpose seems to be attacking the PRI standard bearer at 
every turn, including throwing eggs.

When the PRI was in power, it enjoyed control of the nation's governors, ensuring they would fall in behind 
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the PRI candidate. That is no longer the case, with some PRI governors distancing themselves from Mr. 
Madrazo. Eduardo Bours, the governor of northern Sonora state, has been openly hostile lately.

One of the modern world's most successful political parties, the PRI was born after Mexico's chaotic 1910 
Revolution. The generals who founded the party restored order by incorporating all levels and sectors of 
society into its apparatus, and viewed themselves as the rightful administrators of public resources -- rather 
than as public servants. Mr. Madrazo, the son of a PRI governor in Tabasco, gained national prominence 
after winning that state's governorship in a 1995 election that stood out for alleged irregularities. Mr. 
Madrazo has always denied any improprieties.

After fighting election officials' demands that he declare his personal assets, Mr. Madrazo, a lifelong 
bureaucrat, admitted this week to owning four houses, five apartments and a clutch of sports cars and SUVs, 
together valued at around $3 million. Mr. Madrazo embodies the so-called dinosaur wing of the party that 
opposed moves that began in the mid-1980s to end boom-and-bust cycles by opening the country's economy 
and tying it to the U.S. Associates of Mr. Madrazo openly blame the group of pro-market reformers who 
orchestrated the changes for diminishing the PRI's power and ultimately costing it the presidency.

While Mr. Madrazo has made recent trips to meet with chief executives in big industrial cities, he hasn't 
succeeded in convincing many that he is serious about making Mexico's economy more competitive. Indeed, 
business leaders say it is a difficult message to sell when the PRI's congressional bloc opposed every major 
economic initiative during Mr. Fox's term.

Write to John Lyons at john.lyons@wsj.com1 and David Luhnow at david.luhnow@wsj.com2

 
URL for this article: 
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB113772543130951597.html 
 

 
Hyperlinks in this Article: 
(1) mailto:john.lyons@wsj.com  
(2) mailto:david.luhnow@wsj.com 

Copyright 2006 Dow Jones & Company, Inc. All Rights Reserved 

This copy is for your personal, non-commercial use only. Distribution and use of this material are governed by 
our Subscriber Agreement and by copyright law. For non-personal use or to order multiple copies, please contact Dow 

Jones Reprints at 1-800-843-0008 or visit www.djreprints.com. 

http://online.wsj.com/article_print/SB113772543130951597.html (3/3)2006/01/21 11:37:03

mailto:john.lyons@wsj.com
mailto:david.luhnow@wsj.com
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB113772543130951597.html
mailto:john.lyons@wsj.com
mailto:david.luhnow@wsj.com
http://online.wsj.com/public/subscriber_agreement
http://www.djreprints.com/

	wsj.com
	WSJ.com - Is the PRI Party Over?


