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Calderón Wins Mexico's Presidential 
Election
Divisions, Lingering Unrest  
May Limit Political Power 
To Make Sweeping Changes

By DAVID LUHNOW and JOHN LYONS 
September 6, 2006; Page A4 

MEXICO CITY -- Mexico's Electoral Court declared conservative Felipe 
Calderón president-elect, ending two months of legal challenges and 
uncertainty. But residual political unrest from the contested election may limit his ability to make the bold 
policy moves economists say are needed to spur economic growth, create jobs and narrow the income gap 
that plagues the fledgling democracy.

The former energy minister may not have much time despite an economy that is growing at a nice clip and a 
stock market that has set record highs recently. Those good numbers mask many of Mexico's long-festering 
problems -- such as its overdependence on oil-export revenue -- that could reach a crisis point during his six-
year term.

The seven-judge court, whose decisions can't be appealed, unanimously rejected allegations by leftist 
candidate Andrés Manuel López Obrador that the July 2 election was marred by fraud and government 
meddling. The judges chastised President Vicente Fox for openly backing Mr. Calderón during the bitter 
election campaign but said it wasn't sufficient to change the final result.

The postelectoral battle has been a major test of Mexico's institutions, such as the election agency that 
oversaw the contest and its election tribunal. The court's chief justice, Leonel Castillo, said he "submitted the 
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decision to the comptroller of history" and called on the nation's political factions to mend fences after such 
a close contest, which Mr. Calderón officially won by only 234,000 votes out of nearly 42 million cast.

Yet reconciliation seems unlikely. Within minutes of the decision, Mr. López Obrador's supporters gathered 
outside the courthouse, setting off loud fireworks, shouting "fraud" and throwing eggs at onlookers. Mr. 
Calderón is due to take power on Dec. 1, but his rival has already vowed to disrupt the inauguration and dog 
the presidency with protests.

The 44-year-old Mr. Calderón takes power at a critical juncture in Mexico's young democracy, which took 
root only when Mr. Fox ended the 71-year reign of a single political party in 2000. Far from the kind of deep 
change Mr. Fox promised, democracy has so far led to bickering among rival parties that has failed to create 
any consensus on how to modernize the economy, which is weighed down by everything from gross 
inefficiency to corruption to crony capitalism.

Mr. Calderón's ability to manage these problems will have far-reaching implications for the stability and 
financial health of a nation that has attracted billions of dollars of U.S. investment since embracing 
democracy and free trade in the early 1990s. His success also will affect the U.S. in other critical ways. 
Since Mexico doesn't create enough jobs for nearly a million new job seekers every year, as many as half a 
million search for work by illegally entering the U.S.

While it is hard to understate the challenges facing Mr. Calderon, the trained lawyer and devout Roman 
Catholic has also proven his political acumen shouldn't be underestimated. Mr. Calderon was never favored 
to clinch his own party's nomination -- much less win the election -- but prevailed by combining a mastery 
of clutch decision-making with a knack for choosing effective advisers.

"We must be united, because united is the only way we can defeat our true enemies: poverty, crime and 
inequality," Mr. Calderon said, calling for national conciliation in a televised speech late Tuesday.

Mr. Calderón plans to try to convince the two-thirds of Mexicans who didn't vote for him -- the presidential 
contest featured three major candidates -- that he can transform Mexico into a fairer country. To do that, he 
needs to take on interests running from militant labor unions to the business class. That is going to be tough 
to do for Mr. Calderón, who has a minority in Congress and who needs the establishment to thwart the 

http://online.wsj.com/article_print/SB115746224486053751.html (2/4)2006/09/06 15:42:55



WSJ.com - Calderón Wins Mexico's Presidential Election

revolutionary challenge from Mr. López Obrador.

"Real, effective change means taking on vested interests, and I don't think he has the power to do it," says 
Damian Fraser, head of Latin American equity strategy at investment bank UBS in Mexico. "For Mexico to 
really change requires a strong president, which is what we don't have. We have a legitimate president, but 
not a strong president."

Mr. Calderón will attempt to build political momentum and diminish the challenge from Mr. López 
Obrador's movement through policy moves aimed at creating jobs and helping the poor. One policy under 
consideration would expand state health-care services for poor children. Other possible policies, such as 
education credits and cheaper funding for home buyers, will be aimed at Mexico's emerging middle class, a 
key voting demographic for Mr. Calderón.

The president-elect also plans to redouble efforts to reach across party lines to build a cabinet that will help 
secure support for policy initiatives in a divided Congress. Some of Mr. Calderón's advisers believe he will 
be able to peel off supporters from Mr. López Obrador, especially among newly elected legislators who rode 
his coattails to victory.

Political tension has been building since the election. For the past month, thousands of López Obrador 
supporters have blocked Mexico City's stylish Reforma boulevard and set up a protest camp that has 
engulfed the capital's historic central plaza. Now that the election result is final, some Mexicans want Mr. 
Fox to clear out López Obrador backers from the city -- by force if necessary.

The standoff may peak within weeks. Mr. López Obrador plans to convene a national convention of his 
supporters on Sept. 16 -- Mexico's Independence Day -- to decide if he should declare himself head of a 
parallel government or leader of a pro-poor protest movement. But the anticipated massive rallies likely 
would conflict with the army's traditional parade through Mexico City. Most analysts expect the sides to 
reach a deal, and many also expect the leftist to lift at least part of his blockade in Mexico City.

While that would ease some tensions for the coming months, it is clear Mr. López Obrador isn't going to 
walk off the national scene, despite the fact that his protests have cost him support. His strategy over the 
next six years will be to marshal followers in a campaign of street marches, sit-ins and other tactics to 
advance the cause of the poor and block some of Mr. Calderón's major initiatives, such as allowing private 
investment in the state oil and electricity industries and overhauling the pension systems.

López Obrador aides promise such tactics will be peaceful. "The movement can't be violent, it would be too 
dangerous. The grass is too dry and could catch fire," says Manuel Camacho, a top aide.

Some of Mr. Calderón's critics say he needs to go well beyond wonkish policy prescriptions to blunt the 
López Obrador challenge. "I don't see much audacity," says Jorge Castañeda, a former foreign minister and 
prominent Mexican academic. "I think he needs audacity, audacity and more audacity."

Mr. Castañeda says one place to start might be the country's small number of "plutocrats," who hold virtual 
monopolies in fields such as broadcasting and telecommunications. Those monopolies make their owners 
rich but hurt the country's competitiveness and ability to create jobs. But Mr. Calderon's aides privately say 
the newly elected president can't afford to create more powerful enemies, particularly Mexico's influential 
media duopoly.

The political trouble could also prevent headway in tackling other enduring problems. Mexico's oil 
production has peaked by most estimates, and the country could become a net oil importer by the end of Mr. 
Calderón's presidency. But attempts to undo Mexico's state monopoly on oil will likely be met head on by 
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protests led by the López Obrador camp.

--José de Córdoba contributed to this article.

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