Mexico's presidential campaign: Saddling up for the trail to Los Pinos
Can anyone stop Enrique Peña Nieto (pictured, second from left) restoring the PRI to power next year? 
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THE election is not until July of next year, but the beating of a party activist into a coma on January 12th, apparently by a rival party’s mob, signalled the start of what will be a long, rough campaign for the presidency of Mexico. Candidates are jostling for party nominations, and lieutenants are preparing for the election of six governors this year, the first of them in Guerrero state on January 30th. Already the main question is whether anyone can prevent the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI), which ruled Mexico as a one-party state for seven decades until 2000, from returning to Los Pinos, the presidential residence. 

Opinion polls vary widely, but all show the PRI with a lead (of up to 20 points) over the conservative National Action Party (PAN), which has held power for the past decade. It is not hard to see why: although the economy is now recovering strongly, Mexico was badly hurt by the great recession, and the war against organised crime unleashed by the current president, Felipe Calderón, has led to a big increase in violence. The PRI also has the advantage of a strong standard-bearer in the form of Enrique Peña Nieto, the telegenic young governor of Mexico state, a territory of 15m people which sprawls around the capital. Mr Peña Nieto, a widower who recently married a telenovela star, is known by nine out of ten Mexicans and liked by three-quarters of them. Although he has yet to be formally adopted as the candidate, his party seems to have closed ranks around Mr Peña Nieto. The PRI’s leaders are aware that poisonous infighting ahead of the 2006 election cost the party support.

The PAN and the left-leaning Party of the Democratic Revolution (PRD) are in a sorry state by comparison. Mr Calderón has shown a tendency to reward loyalty over talent in his cabinet, with the result that the PAN’s contenders are a lacklustre bunch. The only one known by more than a third of voters is Santiago Creel, whom Mr Calderón beat in a party primary in 2005 and who is now the PAN’s leader in the Senate. The party is in peril of coming third, suspects José Crespo, a political scientist at CIDE, a university in Mexico City.

The PRD has the opposite problem: two powerful contenders who threaten to cancel each other out. Marcelo Ebrard, the mayor of Mexico City, is a capable technocrat. But he lacks charisma. And he might have to share the left-wing vote with Andrés Manuel López Obrador, his predecessor as mayor who narrowly lost the 2006 presidential election. Mr López Obrador is a magnetic rabble-rouser who alienated the moderate majority by his refusal to abide by democratic rules and accept defeat in 2006 (he still calls himself the “legitimate president of Mexico”). If Mr Ebrard wins the PRD’s nomination, Mr López Obrador may well run against him for a fringe party. The PRD’s schism cannot be mended “even by a saint’s miracle”, its founder, Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas, lamented recently.

All this bolsters the PRI’s message that it is the only party competent to govern. Its pitch, implicitly, is that it would not have allowed criminal violence to get out of hand. While the PRI was in power, “I never saw a decapitation in the streets of Mexico,” says César Augusto Santiago, one of its leaders in the legislature. Yet how the PRI would tackle the drug gangs is unclear. Mr Peña Nieto, for instance, eludes the question of whether he would withdraw army troops who are policing some cities. Instead, the party’s strategists say they will focus on reducing inequality. That may be a canny move, given that economic concerns still trump security worries in opinion polls (though the gap is narrowing). 

The PRI’s biggest weakness is the perception that it has failed to renew itself in opposition, and retains the authoritarian and corrupt characteristics of its past. Six years ago, during the ineffectual rule of Vicente Fox, the first PAN president, political analysts were confidently predicting that the PRI would return to power—only for Mr Calderón (and Mr López Obrador) to thwart it. The coming year holds more booby traps for the PRI than its rivals. Of the six governorships up for grabs, none is currently held by the PAN, giving it nothing to lose. It expects to do well in thinly populated Baja California Sur next month, and has a good chance of winning Mr Calderón’s home state of Michoacán in November (possibly with the president’s sister, Luisa María, as its candidate).

The PRI looks certain to hold the northern state of Coahuila in July. But it is facing unexpected problems in its bid to snatch Guerrero from the PRD. One of Mexico’s poorest states, badly run and with the third-highest body count in the drug war, Guerrero is ripe for change. The PRI candidate’s face is plastered across every lamppost and taxi window in some towns in the state. Yet polls showed the PRD narrowly ahead, even before the PAN candidate stood down this week and endorsed the PRD. A similar alliance wrested power from the PRI in three states last year. 

But the PRI looks better placed in the all-important election to replace Mr Peña Nieto as governor of Mexico state in July. The PRI has held the state, where the demographic mix mirrors that of the country as a whole, for 82 years. Losing it would be a near-fatal blow to Mr Peña Nieto’s presidential ambitions. But fortunately for him, talk of a PAN-PRD alliance there has faltered. The PRD is poised to endorse Alejandro Encinas, an ally of Mr López Obrador who is anathema to the PAN.

The PAN and PRD will also have to overcome huge obstacles if they are to join forces for the presidential contest. Mr Ebrard has the strongest cross-party appeal, but his time in charge of Mexico City, home of abortion, gay marriage and other ungodly pursuits, would be held against him by the conservative, Catholic PAN. Difficult, but perhaps not quite impossible: Mr Calderón’s desire to stop the PRI should not be underestimated. For the moment, though, the race seems increasingly Mr Peña Nieto’s to lose.

