Running After a Fallen Fox

The Prelude to Mexico's 2006 Presidential Election
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While the US government fights an inconclusive war 6,200 miles away in Iraq, social controls continue to erode in Mexico, which shares a 2,000-mile-long border with the United States and whose uncertain fate is intertwined with the United States’ own. Several events late in 2004 epitomize the progressive fraying of Mexico’s social fabric during the administration of Vicente Fox, whose failed presidency has weakened institutions crucial to the advance of democracy, the rule of law, and stability south of the Rio Grande.

On November 23, 2004, hundreds of people watched as an angry mob seized, beat, lynched, and burned to death two Mexican federal agents in San Juan Ixtayopan, a neighborhood of poor urban peasants in southeast Mexico City. TV camera crews managed to film the Dantesque executions. However, municipal and federal authorities behaved like perverse Keystone Kops, who neither cooperate nor communicate with each other. They played the blame game to justify why it took them several hours to reach the scene of the atrocity. This horrible crime revealed the disdain of Mexicans—especially the “have-nots”—towards law enforcement officers. Their sentiments confirm the findings of Transparency International (TI), whose 2004 Global Corruption Barometer identified Mexico’s police as among the most corrupt in the world.

After the November 2004 incident, authorities found Enrique Salinas asphyxiated in his automobile, a plastic bag tied around his head. The deceased was the younger brother of despised ex-chief executive Carlos Salinas, whose actions precipitated an economic crisis in December 1994. Meanwhile, his brother Raúl is serving a 27-year sentence for masterminding the killing of their former brother-in-law, an official of the long-ruling Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI). Enrique’s murder, which followed Proceso magazine’s exposé of the Salinas family’s ill-gotten fortune, bore all the earmarks of a gangland slaying. Ever the Cassandra, Fox found nothing “political” about this macabre incident.

On New Year’s Eve, a fellow inmate murdered the younger brother of narco boss “El Chapo” Guzmán inside the La Palma maximum security prison near Mexico City. In retaliation for a federal crackdown on cartel operations, six employees of a maximum-security prison in Matamoros were killed and their bodies dumped outside the facility.

Just as these lynchings and murders burst into the headlines, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development placed Mexico last among its 14 members in education and 37th of all 41 countries surveyed. The country’s political parties fared only slightly better on TI’s barometer. They scored 4.5 on a scale that runs from 1 (not at all corrupt) through 5 (extremely corrupt).

Amid these disquieting developments, Mexico’s pampered elite conducted business as usual. Members of Congress, who prefer posturing to policy-making, voted themselves healthy year-end bonuses of US$12,380, which lofts their annual legislative income above US$100,000. This windfall is a bagatelle compared with the Croesus-like wealth of private sector moguls.

Why have conditions deteriorated under Fox, who promised root-and-branch changes? How has he fared with the United States? What are the prospects for his National Action Party (PAN)? Can the PRI, headed by “dinosaur” Roberto Madrazo, recapture the presidency in 2006? Or amid the fracturing of political parties are people ready to jettison conventional politicians in favor of Mexico City’s messianic mayor, Andrés Manuel López Obrador?

The Marlboro Man Takes Power

Headlines hailed Fox’s triumph in 2000 as signaling a “New Era in Mexico.” Fox, known as the “Marlboro Man” because of his 6-foot-5-inch height and craggy good looks, inflated expectations. He pledged to create one million jobs per year, attain seven percent growth in gross domestic product, boost investment, revamp the educational and healthcare systems, combat poverty and corruption, clean up the environment, gain legal status for his countrymen living unlawfully in the United States, and accomplish sweeping economic and judicial reforms.

More than four years after his inauguration, Fox, who cannot run for reelection, is not simply a lame duck, he is a dead duck. His ineptness has weakened the country’s fragile political institutions and laid the groundwork for either a PRI comeback or the election of a populist successor. How did he go astray?

Although a superb vote-getter, Fox turned out to abhor politics and politicians. In 1988 he joined the PAN, more as a convenient vehicle for his aspirations than as a repository of his values. He cast his lot with the “Northern Barbarians”—a group of hard-charging businessmen determined to drive the PRI from power rather than to strike compromises favored by the PAN’s social-Christian “orthodox” wing. During three decades in the private sector he had encountered hundreds of sticky-fingered PRI functionaries as well as business-smothering regulations implemented by the payola-seeking party. 

Anathema to PAN traditionalists, the Marlboro Man obtained his party’s presidential nomination thanks to the Amigos de Fox, more than one million independents and businessmen who shared his loathing of the ancien régime. Fox lambasted the PRI as the devil incarnate and correctly highlighted its autocratic, venal, and election-rigging past.

At the same time, he refused to give a scintilla of credit to the so-called “revolutionary party” for having achieved 71 years of stability, exerting civilian control over the military, constructing a sophisticated economic base, modifying anti-clerical tenets in the Constitution, liberalizing the economy, solidifying the North American Free Trade Agreement, gradually allowing press freedom, and peacefully transferring power.

After his July 2, 2000, victory, Fox believed that a “democratic bonus” derived from defeating the odious PRI would propel his formidable agenda through Congress. As a result, he showed scant interest in involving the PRI, the PAN, the leftist-nationalist Democratic Revolutionary Party (PRD), and other power contenders in revising the rules of the political and economic game to reflect the system’s surging pluralism.

A wiser man would have pursued a variant of the Moncloa Accords hammered out in post-Franco Spain. In this pact, the once-antagonistic left and right negotiated a political, economic, and social covenant that propelled the country from authoritarianism to democracy. Needless to say, Spain in the 1970s differed from Mexico in 2000. Unlike Franco, who passed away, the PRI— while suffering from shock—lived on. Despite losing the presidency, the PRI remained the country’s best organized party and dominant office-holder. It continued to boast remnants of its deteriorating corporatist structure, which organically link trade unions, bureaucrats, and peasants to the party.

Forging a Moncloa-type compact would have posed a Herculean challenge: PRI kingpins, who believed the presidency to be their birthright, resented Fox’s vilification of their record, the PRD blanched at his fondness for free enterprise over state economic intrusiveness, and, worst of all, the president-elect seemed oblivious to the imperative of reaching a mutual understanding on national priorities and relations between and among the several branches of government. The latter was especially important as Fox’s PAN occupied only 205 seats in the 500-member Chamber of Deputies and 46 seats in the 128-member Senate. For their part, the PRI (208 deputies and 60 senators), the PRD (54 deputies and 16 senators), and minor parties (16 deputies and one senator) wielded the balance of power.

Regrettably, Fox turned a blind eye to alliance-building, even as he drove a wedge between the presidency and his own party. The Marlboro Man ignored astute PAN politicians when forming his cabinet, relying instead on Guanajuato loyalists and recruits from head-hunting firms. He also ignored the Mexican Green Party, a venal minority partner in his presidential campaign, and made no effort to amalgamate the PAN and the Amigos de Fox.

Fox’s Mistakes in Office

At the outset of his administration, Fox’s relations with the PAN deteriorated further when he sought to propitiate the Zapatista National Liberation Army (EZLN), which had declared war against the state in 1994 and occupied a mountainous enclave in southern Chiapas state. While an annoyance, these media-savvy rebels practiced mere guerrilla theater and posed no threat to the regime. Polls showed that indigenous rights—championed by the EZLN—commanded far less support than other issues such as street crime, unemployment, poor schools, ubiquitous corruption, inadequate healthcare, and housing shortages.

Nonetheless, at the height of his popularity, Fox not only welcomed the masked rebels to Mexico City, but urged lawmakers to permit them to address Congress. Many PAN legislators resented bestowing this forum upon Zapatista commanders, none of whom had ever run for office, much less won an election. Besides, the Zapatistas’ concept of local autonomy in Indian municipalities enhanced the clout of village elders at the expense of competitive elections and women’s privileges. The lawmakers ultimately passed a cosmetic measure, which reaffirmed rights already accorded to indigenous communities—a move that further alienated the Zapatistas.

Following the Zapatistas’ attention-getting techniques, machete-waving activists excoriated the placement of a new Mexico City airport just outside the capital. Fox had termed this badly-needed project a major objective of his government. Yet the president abandoned the venture when his clumsy representatives failed to strike an accord with the protesters. This episode illuminated the anemic political know-how within his entourage, whom pundits began to deride as the “Montessori Cabinet” in light of its members’ preference for self-expression over teamwork.

Even worse, Fox’s indulgence and timidity toward the Zapatistas and the airport foes undermined institution building. He unwittingly conveyed a disturbing message to dissident teachers, angry peasants, strike-prone university radicals, self-promoting union bosses, disgruntled squatters, and other hotheads—namely: “There is no reason to go through conventional political channels; if you want to seize the government’s attention, arm your supporters, outfit them with ski masks, confront the state, mobilize other malcontents, and stage a media spectacle in or around Mexico City.”

Every setback emboldened the PRI and the PRD to thwart the executive’s legislation. For his part, Fox gratuitously jabbed his thumb in Congress’ collective eye. In 1992, he backed Foreign Secretary Jorge Castañeda’s refusal to submit for Senate confirmation a distinguished woman he had chosen as special ambassador for human rights. She did not require the Senate’s imprimatur, the arrogant foreign minister insisted, because she was not destined for a geographic post.

Executive-legislative relations deteriorated further when the Senate voted 71 to 41 to deny Fox permission to make a 48-hour trip to the United States and Canada. This was a blow to a president who had visited more countries than his three predecessors combined. This also marked the first time that legislators had vetoed a president’s traveling abroad.

Fox learned nothing from this rebuke. Instead of marshaling the formidable resources at his disposal to focus on several vital concerns, he flitted from one “priority” to another. This “flavor of the month” approach found him ricocheting from tax reform to immigration initiatives, from UN gambits to small-business promotion, from crime-fighting to López Obrador-bashing to budget matters, and so forth. He encouraged the political flirtations of his peripatetic wife, Marta Sahagún, who hinted loudly that she wanted to succeed her husband in the Los Pinos presidential palace.

Bilateral Relations

His problems at home aside, Fox believed that the United States would lend a helping hand. After all, he cooperated with Washington on combating drug flows, he warmly endorsed Citicorp’s tax-free US$12.5 billion purchase of Mexico’s second largest financial institution, Banamex, he introduced greater transparency in government, and he adhered to prudent monetary and fiscal policies.

At first, Fox and US President George W. Bush flaunted their relationship as the “two amigos,” and the White House pledged to back initiatives for more guest workers, additional visas, and legalization of the four million “undocumented” Mexicans residing north of the Rio Grande. Then Fox, who was slow to align himself with the United States after September 11, 2001, vociferously opposed sending US troops to Iraq. On one occasion, Bush referred to his Mexican counterpart with a barn-yard expletive. 

Now that Mideast hostilities are a fait accompli and his reelection has been achieved, Bush has reiterated his support for liberalizing immigration laws in his State of the Union Address. However, various factors—the Iraq conflict, an ambitious domestic agenda, a more conservative Congress, and the specter of terrorists entering the country through the Southwest—militate against sweeping changes in US immigration policy.

Even as Fox hoped for a breakthrough on the bilateral front, PRI and PRD legislators took him to the cleaners. In November 2004, they steam-rolled the PAN when passing the US$160 billion budget, which redirected funds away from Fox’s priorities to vote-getting social programs, as well as to the 22 PRI- and PRD-governed states. While Fox harrumphed at this “irresponsible” maneuver, he enjoyed so little rapport with the opposition that he could only beg the Supreme Court of Justice to modify the smash-mouth legislative ploy.

The budget scheme revealed that the PRI and PRD will thwart any measures that might benefit Fox and the PAN’s presidential standard-bearer. Thus, Mexico’s next president will face the imperatives of energy, judicial, labor, and fiscal reform. The last of these is particularly salient because Mexico’s tax collections equal only 12.5 percent of GDP, just half the figure for Brazil, which is hardly a paragon of fiscal probity.

Impact of Fox’s Ineptness on the PAN

Fox’s PAN remains divided between the so-called Northern Barbarians and ortodoxos. Although Government Secretary Santiago Creel leads the field of contenders, he is a relative newcomer to the party. The traditionalists, who despair Fox’s ineffectiveness, want someone like Felipe Calderón, who at age 43 has already served as party youth leader, national president, Mexico City council member, deputy, gubernatorial candidate, and energy secretary. While he might edge out Creel for the nomination, he runs a distant third behind Madrazo and López Obrador in polling match-ups. Former Jalisco Governor Alberto Cárdenas could emerge as a compromise candidate, but Marta Sahagún will make the biggest splash if, as anticipated, she runs for mayor of Mexico City or the Senate. 

The Institutional Revolutionary Party

After its setback in 2000, the PRI found itself without a chief executive to chart its course and exert discipline. In the absence of a commander-in-chief, militants fulminated against former President Ernesto Zedillo (1994 to 2000) and his fellow technocrats for allowing a PAN usurper to ascend to the apex of the political pyramid.

The back-biting continued as former Tabasco Governor Madrazo, a Tammany Hall-style político, squared off for the party presidency against a representative of progressives, technocrats, and Madrazo-haters. The wily Madrazo, who yearns to succeed Fox, narrowly won the intramural contest thanks to a deal with Elba Esther Gordillo. In return for activating her 1.2-million-member teachers’ union on his behalf, she became PRI Secretary-General with a view to succeeding the Tabascan as the party’s chief when he launches his presidential bid.

The indefatigable Madrazo began to barnstorm the country to revitalize the party’s machinery, insert his cadres in vital posts, and campaign for PRI candidates. On his watch, the party has captured a lion’s share of gubernatorial elections, while boosting its number of deputies from 208 to 223 at the expense of the PAN, whose legislative faction plummeted to 151. In the process, Madrazo alienated Gordillo to the point that she might form her own political party. She wants leverage to convince PRI mucky-mucks to jettison Madrazo in favor of Senate President Enrique Jackson or one of the party’s ambitious governors. If Madrazo winds up as the nominee, she could jump ship. Such a defection would further debilitate the PRI, which already has difficulty appealing to young people, independents, and middle-class professionals.

López Obrador and the PRD

For the past two years, López Obrador has headed the pack of presidential aspirants. While Fox raised citizens’ expectations, few expected much from Mexico City’s new executive. The capital had a reputation for “devouring” mayors because they confronted street crime, gridlock, pollution, corruption, joblessness, and a bloated bureaucracy.

In contrast to the floundering Fox, López Obrador attacked waste like a fundamentalist preacher reviling sin. As part of his zeal for “republican austerity,” he exposed the excesses of his predecessor, cut his salary and that of other high officials, and reduced bureaucrats’ access to cell phones, computers, credit cards, air travel, and city vehicles.

This belt-tightening, he claimed, enabled him to confer US$62 per month on senior citizens, the disabled, and single mothers who head households. He has also lavished scholarships on poor students, procured low-interest loans for small businesses, and opened the University of Mexico City, which admits students based on a lottery rather than entrance exams. In addition, he has courted the middle class by constructing new bridges and access roads, as well as second tiers on key arteries to speed traffic flows.

Furthermore, he convinced billionaire Carlos Slim, Mexico City’s Cardinal Archbishop, and the Fox administration to join the Federal District in restoring the rapidly decaying Historic Center where crumbling colonial buildings had become venues for prostitutes, drug dealers, and sleazy night clubs. He has rechristened the capital “the city of hope.” 

He trumpets his successes in pre-dawn news conferences, known as mañaneros after the practice of early-morning love-making by peasants who are too exhausted for night-time intimacy. These well-attended daily sessions often allow López Obrador to set the agenda for the first news cycle, while responses to his controversial statements often dominate the afternoon cycle.

In addition, the mañaneros permit him to distinguish himself from other public figures. While they are sleeping, he is on the job. While they ride in fancy automobiles, he arrives at city hall in a medium-sized Japanese car. While they decorate their speeches with fancy phrases, he speaks in the idiom of the common man. While they adorn their wrists with Rolexes, he relies on a metal watch. While they make excuses for the infighting that rages within their parties or the paralysis besetting Congress, he announces generous programs for poor and working-class families. The upshot is that López Obrador projects the image of a “poor Christ,” who renounces material comforts to pursue his vocation of service.

Until early last year, López Obrador enjoyed a double-digit lead over Madrazo, Creel, and other presidential wannabes. Then the first “Video Scandal” erupted, featuring the city’s finance secretary losing large sums at a posh Las Vegas casino. The mayor immediately fired the official and swore that he knew nothing of his gambling addiction.

Next, a major TV network broadcast a video of an Argentine-born tycoon heaping fistfuls of cash on René Bejarano, the mayor’s ace political operative and head of the city council. Several other city officials were shown in equally compromising situations. Rather than concentrate on the apparent corruption, López Obrador self-righteously inveighed against Fox, Salinas, and other participants in a “conspiracy” to exterminate him and his ideas. He used the same argument when the attorney general moved to strip him of his political immunity—and bring him to trial—for allegedly defying a court order against building an access road to a hospital.

Conclusion

“Anyone who tells you who will win the 2006 presidential elections is either crazy or a liar,” insists political savant Jorge Mendoza of the TV Azteca Group.

We do know that Fox has forfeited a golden opportunity to invigorate Mexico’s institutions. At the same time, his behavior has enhanced cynicism toward politicians and their organizations. The Marlboro Man’s bumbling has damaged the PAN, whose candidate will face an uphill battle to retain Los Pinos for their party. While an intrepid organizer, Madrazo must forge party unity if the PRI is to recapture the presidency. For his part, the populist López Obrador awaits with single-minded determination the chance to offer himself as the savior of half of Mexico’s 103 million people who live in abject poverty.
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