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1

Introduction

Since at least 1964, the political landscape of Mexico has undergone a lengthy
period of electoral reform—slowly, but surely bringing about more competition,
openness, and pluralism to both the political system and party structure.
Among other things, this evolution can be attributed to the need of a
hegemonic party system (the ruling Institutional Revolutionary Party, or PRI)—
which constantly transformed itself to maintain its viability—to avoid
remaining the only party (unthinkable in Mexico), and to prevent the
opposition parties from legitimately challenging the hegemony of the official
party, thereby eliminating the privileges and advantages of the revolutionary
elite. Thus, from 1964 to 1986, various electoral reforms, while seemingly
progressive in nature, remained limited to prevent the disappearance of the
opposition—whose presence contributed to legitimizing the peculiar
hegemonic party system—from the political stage, either due to the
opposition's extreme weakness or the lack of incentives to continue the
electoral battle.1

On two occasions, the opposition did nearly disappear; in 1958, when
the National Action Party (PAN) withdrew its six deputies from Congress—in
protest against what it considered electoral fraud in that year’s presidential
election—leaving the PRI practically alone in Congress. This sparked the 1964
reform, which introduced “party deputies” (the origin of deputies within the
current proportional representation system). The second occasion in which the
PRI became the only party was in 1976, when, due to internal conflicts, the
PAN failed to nominate a presidential candidate. Consequently, the PRI
candidate ran unopposed. In 1977, President José López Portillo reacted by
promoting a new and highly progressive electoral reform to stimulate
opposition—and to incorporate new parties into the electoral game. The reform
was a success in that if legitimized the party system introduced radical left
parties—who began a path of strategic and ideological moderation—into the
electoral competition, and decreased support for the guerrilla movement,
which was a byproduct of the 1968 student movement. The reform
accomplished all of this without risking the hegemony of the PRI.2

The second stage of electoral reform began in 1987, when, for various
reasons, the opposition consolidated and began to threaten the hegemony of
the government party; the latter originally introduced reforms to preserve its
control over electoral authority and maintain an absolute majority in the
Chamber of Deputies, despite the progress of the opposition. The reforms of
1987, 1990, and 1993 allowed the PRI to maintain an absolute majority in the
Lower Chamber with an increasingly lower number of votes; critics and
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opponents therefore qualified them as “counter-reforms.”3 Classifying this
stage in the evolution of electoral legislation as “regressive.”

In 1994, following the changes and risks generated by the eruption of a
guerrilla conflict in Chiapas, another period of reform began, indirectly
reinforcing the Revolutionary Democratic Party (PRD), which demanded a new,
more clearly democratic electoral reform.4  In fact, most of the initiatives in
this reform originated from the PRD, since both the PAN and the PRI were
opposed to reopening electoral legislation proceedings, and were content with
the outcome of the 1993 reform signed by both parties (but not by the PRD).5

The problems and dangers of the electoral process that year convinced the
new president, Ernesto Zedillo (1994-2000), of the need to genuinely open the
electoral system, without limitations, during his administration, and to take
decisive steps toward legitimate competition. For this reason, he initiated the
electoral reform of 1996, the last on record, which liberalized the Federal
Electoral Institute (IFE), by removing all government agents from its
management (the secretary of the Ministry of the Interior had managed the
elections since 1946).6 In addition, limits on overrepresentation of the majority
party were set at 8 percent of total votes; this led to the loss of the PRI’s
absolute majority in the Chamber of Deputies in the 1997 legislative elections.

Since then, it has been difficult to argue that the PRI continues to be a
hegemonic party in the true sense of the word, since it neither controls the
electoral authority nor the Chamber of Deputies, and it lacks the means to
guarantee the essence of party hegemony, namely, the manipulation of
elections and their results—thus guaranteeing its own victory—or the control
of the Chamber of Deputies—ensuring automatic approval of the initiatives of
the executive branch and the PRI. This has amounted to a counterweight
between the various political parties, preventing the PRI from imposing its
decisions on the other political forces and obligating it to negotiate legislative
initiatives. Furthermore, it is possible to speak of a new and increasing relative
autonomy of legislative authority vis-à-vis the executive branch that, to a great
extent, impedes the traditional impunity of the government and its agents.
Electoral results are increasingly reliable, therefore legitimizing the processes
and authorities arising from them.

Nevertheless, it is unlikely that the long cycle of electoral reforms has
ended. One can reasonably assert that new adjustments based on two
fundamental elements must be made; first, the push for a more competitive
process, while nearly complete, still needs to address certain issues that
continue to cast a shadow on the clarity and legitimacy of government
elections and need new revisions to electoral legislation. In this regard, much
work remains to achieve greater transparency and equity in electoral
processes, including regulating the media; building a juridical framework to
govern political and electoral propaganda under civil conditions; and
eliminating the old practices of buying and coercing votes, misappropriating
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public funds, and obtaining illegal funds that are not properly monitored.
Electoral observance in Mexico, which has been fundamental to supervising
election day voting, must also be provided prior to elections to detect
irregularities committed before, and not necessarily during the election.

Secondly, in addition to increased competitiveness, current political
conditions—broader political competition and democratization of political
institutions in general—require thought about the kind of electoral system
that best addresses new political challenges and realities in Mexico, and that
combines several essential objectives of democracy without generating tension,
conflict, or institutional imbalance.  These objectives include plurality,
governability, accountability, parliamentary efficiency, and new party
representation. In other words, a “second-generation” reform is necessary (or a
series of reform-like measures), where competitiveness is no longer the focus,
but rather, is aimed at the political effects of electoral innovations, such as
new vote-counting formulas (second turn, alternative vote, multiple
presidential districts, etc.), regulation of primary campaigns and party
infighting; establishment of proper electoral thresholds and requirements for
registering and admitting new party formations to Congress; more flexibility
for and accommodation of party coalitions, without altering equal competition;
reconsideration of new formulas in forming Congress, in order to increase its
efficacy and representational nature; implementation of parliamentary
reelection to increase political accountability of popularly elected
representatives; conciliation between governability and parliamentary agility in
“divided governments,” in other words, in the absence of an absolute single
party majority; and adaptation of the functions and structure of the electoral
authority at the federal and state levels, in order to make them work more
efficiently, with austerity and autonomy from the government and impartiality
towards the parties.

Since the 1997 interim elections, there has been a strong need to adjust
the law, making a new reform (or series of reforms) inevitable, starting with
the government elected in 2000, regardless of the party that wins the
presidency.

Buying and Coercing Votes

The PRI’s margin of fraud in the electoral process has been narrowing
gradually over time. Consequently, the relative autonomy gained by the IFE,
partially in 1994, and then more fully in 1996, has dispelled suspicions
concerning pre-election day ballot manipulation and distribution, election day
bias of electoral officials, or post-election alteration of results. These
inconsistencies were possible because the government itself organized and
controlled every element of the electoral process; however, with the new IFE
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and the credibility and trust it has generated among political players
(especially the opposition), it is safe to say that these types of fraudulent
activities have been overcome.

Similarly, the electoral list, which for years was a method of
manipulating ballots and a cause for suspicion, is no longer a point of
contention, largely due to a complete overhaul, as well as the new autonomy of
the IFE (one of whose bodies is the Federal Register of Voters, in charge of
preparing and updating the electoral list). In 1994, an external audit was
conducted, showing 97 percent reliability. A United Nations special mission,
invited for the first time to give technical advice on electoral monitoring,
confirmed the reliability of the external audit. Still, the Democratic
Revolutionary Party (PRD) alleged that approximately 10 million votes were
fraudulently manipulated (out of approximately 50 million on the electoral
list). In any event, the PRD was unable to use the list to prove fraudulence,
although, after election day (at which time PRD held third place with 17
percent of the vote), it again alleged the existence of those 10 million votes to
explain the PRI’s victory (with 50 percent of the total vote). However, unlike
what happened in 1988, allegations of PRD candidate, Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas,
failed to arouse support among citizens and party constituents, primarily due
to lack of proof that this type of electronic fraud had actually occurred.
Consequently, Adolfo Aguilar Zínser, then advisor to Cárdenas wrote, “In the
case that this proof, if it exists at all, did not lead to a general public
perception that the PRI had stolen the election, the cardenistas' call to action
would not go far.”7  In 1997, the appointed director of the Federal Register of
Voters was a person the opposition trusted, and that year’s election therefore
put the matter of suspicious activity to rest. The inconsistencies that can still
be found in the electoral list are the result of problems mainly stemming from
citizens who moved and did not report their change of address. In any event,
the outdated list was not due to deliberate or fraudulent acts by electoral
authorities, as was the case in previous years.

Traditional fraud has been virtually disappearing from the Mexican
electoral scene. And yet, it cannot be said that the electoral system has
reached a level of total transparency and order. Quirks remain in the electoral
system that have generated suspicion and conflict during elections. This is
especially the case when it comes to buying and coercing votes, a practice that
is still very much alive and well—and certainly practiced by all parties—and
which, in certain circumstances, could alter the final result (for example, in
cases with narrow margins between the winner and the closest runner-up).
Recent local elections have witnessed persistent complaints by the
opposition—and sometimes the PRI—concerning the goods and gifts
distributed by the PRI or its government, in principle designed to coerce votes,
and, in more than one instance, cause of post-electoral protests. For example,
Felipe Calderón Hinojosa, former national president of PAN, noted at the end
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of 1998, “Either we stop state activities designed to buy votes and elections
under true democratic conditions now, or this arrangement will repeat itself in
2000, at the high price of confrontation, divisiveness, and instability.” In turn,
Manuel López Obrador, the then national PRD leader, shared his concern on
this topic. “The results (of local elections) show that we cannot overcome the
state apparatus, that votes were bought, that the elections were not clean and
free…they are continuing to take advantage of people’s poverty...the PRI is not
convincing; the PRI buys votes.”8

The problem with this practice stems, first of all, from the fact that the
political parties themselves, and not the electoral authority, are its main
supporters; thus, in reality there is little the IFE can do to avoid it. In fact,
during the 1997 elections, an intent to do so was made through a proposal to
create a special commission to address complaints and petitions concerning
the buying and coercing of votes, but the PRI petitioned the Electoral Court,
alleging that the IFE was overstepping its legal authority. The court found for
the PRI, and the IFE had to abandon this effort, which incidentally did not
guarantee the eradication of such illegal acts (although this measure
undoubtedly was better than nothing).

At that time, it was even suspected that the actions of the Electoral
Court—which certifies presidential elections—were not truly impartial, as the
IFE had been. The opposition asserted that the origin of the court’s judges
undermined its impartiality, since they were appointed by the judicial branch
(prior to that they were appointed by the president of the republic), also not
considered truly autonomous from the executive branch. However, electoral
magistrates must be nominated by the Senate, and, in fact, were ratified by a
unanimous vote, including senators from the PAN and the PRD. Despite this,
the opposition’s attacks and suspicions about the court have not subsided
since then. For example, the PRD protested what it believed to be clear
partiality of the Electoral Court, and thus proposed the following in its
“Agenda for a National Accord for Peace, Development, and Democracy” of
December 1998:

The Electoral Court, as part of the National Supreme Court of Justice,
has declared contrary to law all allegations of irregularity we, the
opposing parties, present, including those related to campaign
spending. In all cases, the court has sided with the PRI and its
candidates. We propose that, like the IFE, the Electoral Court should
be autonomous, with regional and central judges selected by a
consensus of all parties and appointed by the Congress.
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Lorena Villavicencio, PRD representative to the IFE, stated the
following regarding Electoral Court judges: “They cannot be given any
guarantees. It seems the court finds in favor of the opposition only for the
least relevant rulings in an effort to remove the stigma that they are partial
and support the PRI.”  In light of these accusations, it makes sense to
identify some future formula for the appointment of judges to the Electoral
Court to satisfy all political powers, since little good can come from mistrust
and suspicion toward electoral authorities (both the IFE and the Electoral
Court).

The Mexican Academy for Human Rights (AMDH), a civic organization,
made an attempt to monitor these types of violations in order to identify and
report them; it was to receive approximately US$300,000 from the European
Community for this purpose. Election monitoring by Mexican nationals had
been formally incorporated into electoral legislation in 1993, and in 1994 a
clause was added to also allow “international guests,” albeit with less
authority than national observers.9  However, in the case of the AMDH, first
the Secretariat of Foreign Relations, and then the Secretariat of Finance of the
Mexican government, raised obstacles to prevent this donation, alleging a
threat against national sovereignty. This, despite the fact that the law states
that any problem related to elections must be studied and resolved by the IFE,
an institution which had no problem with this type of monitoring, nor the
receipt of European funds for that purpose. However, the Secretariat of
Finance delayed the paperwork, preventing receipt of the monies by the
AMDH, which ultimately suspended the monitoring plans. These two events
suggested that neither the PRI nor the Mexican government was prepared to
stand up to the buying and coercing of votes presumably to be combated by
the IFE initiative and monitoring by the Mexican Academy for Human Rights;
this also reflected the political limitations of the IFE to stop government
interference in electoral issues.

For the 2000 elections, two measures were taken to contain, as much
as possible, the practice of buying and coercing votes. The IFE approved the
establishment of commissions at local and district levels (during the electoral
process, these boards are managed by citizens without party affiliations) to
receive relevant complaints and petitions. This system could help citizens
lodge complaints against such practices, or attempts to obtain credentials,
buy votes, or exert any type of coercion, all of which is punishable under
Article 403 of the Penal Code.

One factor perpetuating illegal activity related to vote-buying is that the
law, while punishing as a crime buying or coercing votes, does not prohibit the
distribution of gifts if doing so not influence the vote; realistically, however, it
is extremely difficult to determine whether these gifts influence votes or not,
since the parties will clearly not admit any intent to do so; parties distribute
such gifts with the realistic expectation of electoral support from the
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recipients, as is the case in various countries, or they secretively condition the
vote, without proof or demonstrable evidence. In fact, all parties resort to such
distribution, asserting that, in their particular case, the law is not violated
because no strings are attached; the gifts are free, distributed out of good will
as part of the party's social programs; in reality, they are actually government
programs.

The practice was affirmed by the president of the Electoral Court of the
Judicial Power, José Luis Peza, when he stated, “It is impossible to connect
gifts with buying votes.”10  The parties take this at face value, in order to give
their gifts with no limitations. Armando Biebrich, former secretary of PRI's
Electoral Action, provides an example of this position when he assured that
his party will continue “giving useful items with campaign propaganda, with
no intention of influencing voting.”11  Furthermore, an expert PRI election
official, Carlos Flores Rico, reports a case in which ignorance of the law caused
campaign workers to suspend the dissemination of gifts. “I know the case of a
state party leader...who suspended the delivery of goods and food aid to needy
families because he thought it was a crime.”12  On the contrary, it is not, and
the parties count on this to continue their borderline illegal practices.

This situation could be corrected if the law were amended to explicitly
prohibit political parties from collectively distributing donations and gifts for a
period of time before the elections—two or three months. This example is the
case in Russian electoral law. And for the next electoral reform—which
undoubtedly will be discussed after the year 2000—some measures currently
applied in certain Latin American countries could be adopted, such as
prohibiting not only the purchase, but also the sale of votes or the distribution
of free gifts to avoid bias. This is the case in Chile, El Salvador, Honduras, and
Ecuador.13

Furthermore, Mexican law does not prohibit a form of control used by
vote buyers that requires the “client” to show the ballot cast in favor of the
“buying” party after exiting the voting booth. Again, in various Latin American
countries, such as Argentina, Bolivia, and Chile, displaying a cast ballot in
public is categorically penalized to avoid this form of proof that an informal
“contract” of vote purchase and sale was fulfilled—an agreement that may
take place weeks before election day. The penalty simply may be invalidation
of the revealed vote, thus eliminating the incentives for vote purchase, or at
least reducing the efficacy of these coercion mechanisms against the “selling”
public.

Another source of problems and suspicion related to buying and
coercing the vote is the old government practice of mobilizing huge resources
for public works on the eve of the election to influence the decision of their
beneficiaries. In reality, it is a universal practice in any democracy, including
the most developed ones.14  Of course, it would be excessive and unreasonable
to ask governments to suspend public works weeks or months before
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elections. PRI representative Enrique Jackson argued this point when he
stated, “At the height of their absurdity [of opposition parties] they demand
that governments become paralyzed and fail to fulfill their duty. Without
shame, and with an obvious lack of scruples, they demonize social programs
that serve the most needy.”15

Certainly, the idea is not to suspend public works; however, measures
could be taken to avoid the abuse and confusion these actions generate. In
1997, for example, the IFE considered it a positive move to urge the various
levels of government (municipal, state, and federal), regardless of affiliation, to
suspend one month in advance, not their works, but their advertisements;
this was to avoid overlap with party advertising and avoid taking advantage of
government resources that could result in an inequitable distribution of the
parties’ public funds. Governments failing to comply could still avoid criminal
repercussions; the idea was to promote a “gentlemen's” agreement. However,
the PRI also decided to fight this initiative, and did so successfully (since the
Electoral Court also found in its favor on this issue). An explicit prohibition
(suspending public advertising prior to the election) could also be a measure
to incorporate in future electoral legislation.

For the time being, opposition representatives decided in December
1999 to create a special congressional commission made up of 30
representatives (13 from the PRI) to monitor the governments at all levels to
avoid illegal misappropriation of funds in favor of their parties. The
commission, approved by 225 votes against 207 (and one abstention) has 28
social programs under its supervision, and has among its functions:

…the filing of relevant complaints with the appropriate authorities, in
order to establish corresponding liability against public officials who
use public resources, either in cash or in kind, material or human, to
support a political candidate or party.

Once again, the PRI opposed the proposal, alleging its intent to spread
propaganda and influence elections—precisely what the commission was
supposed to prevent. The secretary of the special commission, PRI
representative Rafael Oceguera, declared that the opposition was trying “in a
Manichean, absurd, and unacceptable manner, to appear as the pure and
innocent good guys, while making us look like the evil villains.”16 The PRI
members of the commission generally refused to participate in the work. In
addition, the PRI alleged that these types of functions belong exclusively to the
IFE—thus contradicting its 1997 position, when the tricolor PRI opposed this
type of supervision by the IFE, or even that the IFE call for voluntary
compliance by the various governments of the country. Moreover, the
president of the commission, PAN deputy Elodia Gutierrez, complained that
she received threats against her and her family. “They tell me that they know
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where my children are, where they study, and things like that.”17  The
commission had local precedent, namely, when the Chamber of Deputies
created a similar commission to supervise public resources during the
Tabasco elections in October 1997. The PRI bench said that it was
unconstitutional, since the federal Congress would be damaging the state's
sovereignty; the state Congress filed a petition with the National Supreme
Court of Justice. But the court found in favor of the federal Congress,
establishing a legal precedent for this type of commission, which could also
operate in local elections, since it would monitor federal funds. This scenario
was repeated during local elections in Veracruz, Guerrero, Nayarit, and
Coahuila, all held before the year 2000.

Furthermore, opposition parties in Congress approved a condition for
the Expenditure Law for the year 2000, which would to a great extent prevent
the use of advertising for official works on the eve of presidential elections.

Party Financing

The supervision of party income and expenses creates another legal loophole.
The Federal Code for Institutional and Electoral Procedures [Codigo Federal de
Instituciones y Procedimientos Electorales, COFIPE] determines that most
party financing comes from public sources and only 10 percent of the total
amount allocated to the parties can stem from private sources. The
distribution of funds follows a formula where 30 percent of the amount
earmarked for parties is equally distributed among all parties with
parliamentary representation, and the remaining 70 percent is distributed
proportionately according to the votes obtained by each party in the last
federal election. Furthermore, according to the law, parties that obtain their
conditional registration will receive in equal shares an amount approved
specifically for this situation, so that a newly formed party will have a
minimum of funds to compete with registered parties. For the 2000 elections,
eleven parties were registered, five of which already had parliamentary
registration and representation, while the remaining six obtained their
conditional registration for the first time, or recovered it after having lost it
(this is the case of the Authentic Party of the Mexican Revolution (PARM). The
list of contending parties is as follows (see Table 1):



10     Raising the Bar: The Next Generation of Electoral Reforms in Mexico

TABLE 1

LIST OF PARTICIPANTS IN THE ELECTIONS OF THE YEAR 2000

PARTY ACRONYM

INSTITUTIONAL REVOLUTIONARY PARTY

(Partido Revolucionario Institucional)

PRI

NATIONAL ACTION PARTY

(Partido Acción Nacional)
PAN

DEMOCRATIC REVOLUTIONARY PARTY

(Partido de la Revolución Democrática)

PRD

MEXICAN GREEN PARTY

(Partido Verde Ecologista de México)

PVEM

LABOR PARTY

(Partido de Trabajo)

PT

AUTHENTIC PARTY OF THE MEXICAN

REVOLUTION

(Partido Auténtico de la Revolución Mexicana)

PARM

PARTY OF THE DEMOCRATIC CENTER

(Partido del Centro Democrático)

PCD

DEMOCRATIC CONVERGENCE PARTY

(Partido Convergencia Democrática)

PCD

SOCIAL DEMOCRACY PARTY

(Partido Democrácia Social)

PSD

NATIONALIST SOCIETY PARTY

(Partido de la Sociedad Nacionalista)

PSN

SOCIAL ALLIANCE PARTY

(Partido Alianza Social)

PAS

A major issue is the supervision of private funds; while the IFE can
closely monitor public funds it allocates to the parties, it does not have an
adequate legal framework to monitor private monies, making this a loophole
through which parties could obtain more private funding than allowed by law.
Furthermore, any illicit origin of those funds cannot be counted. For this
reason, the opposition parties presented an electoral reform initiative in mid-
1999, proposing, among other things, to increase IFE’s supervisory powers.
But the PRI rejected the initiative in the Senate, taking advantage of the
absolute majority it still has there.
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As for public financing, the parties will receive the following sums of
money for the electoral race, half of which is for operating expenses and the
rest for the electoral campaign proper (see Table 2).

TABLE 2

DISTRIBUTION OF PUBLIC FUNDS IN 2000

PARTY AMOUNT IN PESOS AMOUNT IN DOLLARS*

PRI 891,439,746 93,091,034

PAN 657,664,912 68,678,458

PRD 639,913,858 66,824,755

PVEM 229,062,582 23,920,487

PT 205,961,412 21,508,084

CD 52,480,850 5,480,456

PCD 52,480,850 5,480,456

PSN 52,480,850 5,480,456

PARM 52,480,850 5,480,456

PAS 52,480,850 5,480,456

PDS 52,480,850 5,480,456

TOTAL NP 2,938,927,614 USD 306,905,554

*Source: Banco de Mexico, Average of Monthly Exchange Rates for 1999
 (NP [Nuevo Peso] 9.576 = $1.00 USD)

Another key issue concerns primary elections—the period during which
the parties organize an internal election to choose their respective presidential
candidates. Party primary elections during 1999 were not governed by the
1996 legislation; therefore, the parties took measures to obtain resources for
primary elections, including violating the provisions and spirit of COFIPE in
matters of electoral campaigns. Thus, the parties could use private funds,
even from sources explicitly prohibited by law. The primary's spending caps
were established by the parties themselves. In certain cases, primary
candidates, who on the eve of elections were governors, promoted themselves
as primary candidates using publicly undisclosed resources of their own state
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under the guise of promoting the state government. This was the case of
Roberto Madrazo from the PRI (then governor of Tabasco) and Cuauhtémoc
Cárdenas from the PRD (then governor of the capital). In the case of ex-
governor of Guanajuato Vicente Fox, from the PAN, funds were not used for
his primary campaign; rather, he organized a group to raise mainly private
funds. In the end, he was the only presidential candidate for his party. His
campaigning during the primary elections was actually part of the PAN's
official presidential campaign, but came at the wrong time and in the absence
of legal campaign regulations. The same can be said about other primary
candidates in other parties.

In other words, the absence of primary election regulations permitted
violation of the Electoral Code provisions, in letter as well as spirit, and
allowed illegal campaign financing and private financing of political favors
from the new government, which were based on private, not necessarily
common interests. Since this could not be avoided during the parties' internal
primary elections, the government who wins the presidency will carry with it
these types of political debts, considered legally damaging. Thus, the next
electoral reform will have to include regulation of the primary elections in
accordance with the principles that served to regulate official general election
campaigns.

Electoral Campaigns

In 1997, a group of citizens and politicians created the “Alliance for the
Republic” proposal, in which they discussed the advantage of forming an
electoral coalition between the PAN and the PRD to prevent the PRI from
winning an absolute majority in the Lower Chamber. This was an attempt to
create a more dynamic and balanced parliamentary life, and to provide new
autonomy to Congress vis-à-vis the executive branch. The proposal was
supported by Vicente Fox, governor of Guanajuato, as well as certain
politicians close to Manuel Camacho and certain PRD members, such as
Porfirio Muñoz Ledo.18

The talks failed, but they created a precedent that would be picked up
in 1999, when both the PAN and the PRD publicly proposed to explore the
possibility of forming a broad opposition coalition, including most parties
other than the PRI. Talks and meetings went on for almost four months, and
the members of the respective commissions announced significant progress.
However, the thorniest problem remained unresolved—determining which of
the two key opposition candidates, Vicente Fox from the PAN, or Cuauhtémoc
Cárdenas from the PRD, would head the coalition. In the end, they could not
agree on the method to be used. The PAN proposed a poll (since the polls
favored Fox), while declaring that it mistrusted PRD corporate practices,
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whereas the party of the Aztec sun (PRD) insisted that polls can be misleading,
and that a candidacy of this magnitude could only be the product of an open
primary election. The broad opposition alliance failed, to the disappointment of
almost 60 percent of the citizens who, according to various polls, supported
this option.

During the debate and exploration among opposition parties, the legal
difficulties of creating a general alliance between two or more parties became
clear. Indeed, the requirements of Mexican electoral law are more restrictive
than they were before 1989, and more so than in most democratic countries,
which have generally more liberal regulations for coalitions.19  COFIPE
requires two parties presenting the same presidential candidate to form a
coalition with a common platform, in addition to presenting common
candidates for the 300 relative majority representative slots, for the 200
proportional representation seats, and the senator seats in the 32 federal
entities. In other words, to present the same presidential candidate, the
parties must present candidates for all of the popularly elected positions
contested in the federal elections; this requirement clearly complicates the
prospects for forming a coalition. This regulation was criticized at the time by
certain opposition leaders, who subsequently sought to liberalize the
requirements for broad coalition-forming in their electoral reform initiative of
1999. The proposal was ultimately rejected by the PRI in the Senate.

In any case, the law regarding coalitions became more restrictive during
the 1990 reform, before which time it was fairly liberal and recognized
common candidates that did not require a unified front. This concept had not
been threatening to the PRI until then; on the contrary, the “satellite” parties—
the Authentic Party of the Mexican Revolution (PARM) and the Popular
Socialist Party (PPS)—supported the PRI candidate in one election after
another. However, there was a significant about-face in 1988 when, after a
break in the PRI, led by Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas and Porfirio Muñoz Ledo, the
former was designated a presidential candidate by the PARM, and
subsequently by other leftist parties, without needing to form a coalition. They
simply appointed him joint candidate under a nomination from the Frente
Democrático Nacional (FDN), which obtained over 30 percent of the vote, the
highest ever received by a candidate opposing the PRI. So, the fact that joint
formulas were not presented at the representative level by the FDN parties
prevented its member parties from obtaining more seats in relative majority
districts (for example in the Federal District, where Cárdenas obtained a very
high vote of 47 percent).

After the challenge of Cárdenas’s joint candidacy in 1988, the regime
deemed it convenient, through new reform, to make coalitions difficult, but
not impossible, for fear that Cárdenas could again use this option to
jeopardize the regime and its party. So, in 1990, the legislation was
reformed to eliminate the notion of joint candidacy and introduce certain
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coalition restrictions and requirements previously considered unnecessary.
The stated reasons for these changes were that the citizenry should know
which platform they were supporting when voting for a presidential
candidate—impossible if the candidate is not supported by a formal
coalition. While this reasoning may be valid, it is not the justification used
by the PRI until the concept of joint candidacy was no longer favorable to
the party. Moreover, the 1990 electoral reform, in which joint candidacies
and coalitions were restricted, received the vote and approval of the PAN,
which at that time also viewed the growth of the left with Cárdenas at the
helm with deep suspicion. Later, during the 1993 reform, also approved by
the PAN and the PRI, these restrictions were expanded to require that
coalitions present joint candidates for representatives in all relative majority
and proportional representation seats, as well as for senators in all federal
entities.20  Since then, the restrictions on coalitions remain.

In 1999 the PAN and the PRD explored the possibility of joint
participation in the 2000 presidential elections, although, in reality, their
candidates did not make much effort to build an opposition alliance: both
hoped that it would be formed around them, but neither one actually accepted
the possibility of ceding his place to his rival. When this effort failed, each of
the main opposition parties tried to create its own coalition to partially recover
the symbolism of the proposed broad coalition—the sum of forces and political
currents joined to defeat the PRI and substantially change the Mexican
political regime. In the case of Cárdenas, he may possibly have influenced the
will to form this center-left alliance called Alianza por Mexico (the same name
given to the hypothetical alliance with the PAN), reliving the FDN symbolism of
1988, as he tried to do in 1994; although then he did it with a handful of civic
and social organizations rather than with political parties. Consequently, the
PRD agreed to align itself with the Labor Party (PT), of salinista origin with the
stamp of “satellite” party, as had been the PARM, PPS, and others (which
betrayed Cárdenas after 1988, selling their vote to the PRI in the Congress).
The Alianza por Mexico also included new parties without proven voter
constituencies, such as the Democratic Convergence (PCD) of the former PRI
member Dante Delgado (with regional presence in Veracruz), the Social
Alliance Party (PAS) with a sinarquista trajectory (i.e., extreme right), which
was of no importance to the PRD, and the Nationalist Society Party (PSN),
whose leaders had come from an insignificant group within the PRI.

But the PRD was not able to form the broad leftist alliance as it would
have liked, because the Partido del Centro Democrático (PCD) of the ex-regent
of Mexico City, Manuel Camacho, decided to go its own separate way (with the
option of later forming a de facto alliance with the opposition party closest to
the PRI in the polls); also, of one of its founders, Porfirio Muñoz Ledo, broke
away and was nominated as a candidate for the PARM seat. The Social
Democracy Party (PDS) of the former PRD member and historic leftist leader,
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Gilberto Rincón Gallardo, also went its own way. The PAN did not want to be
left behind by presenting itself as an isolated party, because it would be
exposed to attacks as the party refusing to join the opposition coalition to
defeat the PRI once and for all. Consequently, it accepted a coalition with the
Partido Verde Ecologista de Mexico (PVEM)—a party with the reputation of
being controlled by a single family for its own benefit, having been sued for
misappropriation of funds and resembling a “satellite party” (it voted against
the opposition’s petition for political indictment of the PRI governors of
Yucatán and Tabasco). Despite warnings about the characteristics and
political trajectory of the PVEM, the PAN decided to align its electoral bid with
this party. The coalition was called Alianza por el Cambio, or the Alliance for
Change.

In both cases, it was unclear what the two opposition parties gained
from joining small parties with dubious reputations or no constituents.
Through the coalition, these small parties were able to obtain their final
registration and gain parliamentary representation, likely without the
percentage of the vote required by law (2 percent). Moreover, if all parties
could enter Congress (alone or through coalitions), the “atomization” of
parliament could result from each faction acting in its own interest and not
from a joint opposition platform—as fully demonstrated on other occasions by
the PVEM and PT. Thus, the power to govern and the agility of the parliament
would likely be affected; in the future, the requirements for conditional party
registration and their incorporation into Congress should be revised, perhaps
to raise the required number of members, as well as the percentage of votes
necessary for parliamentary representation. The idea is not to prevent the
creation of new parties wanting to enter the race, but rather, to require that
they actually represent a significant movement or segment of the population
(such as 4 or 5 percent).

At the same time, it is necessary to review the conditions under which a
coalition of parties without sufficient popular support can keep its registration
and take seats in Congress, given that they not only represent a very small
sector of the population, they also receive large amounts of public financing
and other benefits. The financing such parties receive upon conditional
registration likely explains the interest of major parties to attract them into
coalitions. Indeed, even though the law generally restricts coalitions, it left a
loophole used by the major opposition parties, PAN and PRD, when they
formed their respective coalitions.

On the one hand, to avoid unfair advantages for the parties that form
coalitions relative to those which do not, the law dictates that the prerogatives
enjoyed by the parties will be extended to a coalition as if it were a single party
(by sending a representative to the electoral authority or voting polls).
Similarly, a coalition will be entitled to the same official media time as its
member with the greatest electoral strength. However, the law did not apply
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the same criterion concerning public electoral campaign funds received by the
parties, so that coalitions can accumulate the unlimited resources of each of
its members; thus, the more parties forming the coalition, the more public
funds the alliance may receive.

The only limitation is the spending cap established for all parties, which
the coalitions must also adhere to as if they were a single party. Still, because
coalition funds are accumulative, the PRI, with nearly 40 percent of the vote in
the 1997 federal elections, faced the unusual circumstance of having 57
million pesos less than the coalition headed by the PRD (which obtained 25
percent of the vote in 1997), and almost the same amount as the PAN (which
obtained 26 percent of the vote in 1997). Consequently, public funds would be
distributed as follows (see Table 3):

TABLE 3

ELECTORAL FUNDS OF THE COALITIONS AND PARTIES, YEAR 2000

Alliance for Mexico
ALIANZA POR MÈXICO

Institutional
Revolutionary Party

PRI

Alliance for Change
ALIANZA POR EL

CAMBIO

PRD - $320,000,000

US$   $33,416,876

PRI - $445,000,000

US$   $46,470,343

PAN - $329,000,000

US$   $34, 356,725

PT - $103,000,000

US$   $10,756,057

PVEM - $114,000,000

US$   $11,904,762

PCD   $26,000,000

US$   $2,715,121

PAS   $26,000,000

US$   $2,715,121

TOTAL $501,000,000

US$  $52,318,296

TOTAL $445,000,000

US$   $46,470,343

TOTAL $443,000,000

US$   $46,261,487

*Source: Banco de Mexico, Average of Monthly Exchange Rates for 1999
 (9.576 NP = $1.00 USD)
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This loophole sabotages the goal of maintaining equity—not equality—
between the parties, an intention reflected in the formula for distribution of
public funds (70 percent distributed based on the proportion of votes obtained
by each party), as well as the provisions allowing a coalition to have the same
formal advantages as a single party. The intended goal for the coalition is to
unite the electoral forces of the constituent parties, not to artificially increase
legal advantages of the parties. Obviously, this advantage in something as
decisive as financial resources provides motivation to form coalitions that goes
beyond ideological, programmatic, or strategic agreement, regardless of the
popular support each of the components of the alliance may have. This favors
parliamentary fragmentation, since the parties will be motivated to join for the
accumulation of public funds. This issue presents another area for future
electoral reform, to ensure, on the one hand, that requirements for coalition-
building are liberalized, and on the other that artificial advantages for such
electoral alliances are eliminated, and also preventing automatic entry into
Congress of parties that may not have significant popular support or enough
votes to join Congress were they to run by themselves.

Structure of Congress

For decades, one of the manifestations of the PRI’s hegemony was its capacity
to preserve a huge majority in both chambers of Congress. This allowed the
PRI to approve every single initiative from the executive branch or the party
itself, while blocking the opposition’s initiatives that were not in the PRI’s
interests. Furthermore, on more than one occasion, PRI’s majority was
exercised to make decisions, even when they contradicted current law or the
constitution, since the opposition could do nothing but protest publicly. With
majority control of Congress, the PRI could preserve the impunity of elected
and governing officials and governing figures in its ranks—a characteristic
typical of authoritarian regimes, unlike the criminal and political
accountability that distinguish democracies.21

On the other hand, the PRI could not be the sole party, because its
internal and international legitimacy would have been undermined,
notwithstanding the experiences of sole parties in other countries.22  In
Mexico, the PRI emerged from an armed revolution, inspired by liberal
principles and the flag of political democracy; hence, to openly deny the
fundamental bases of political legitimacy would have been extremely costly.
Also, proximity to the United States has historically forced various Mexican
governments to maintain a formally democratic regime, although in practice
less so. In order to justify its historic diplomacy and support, the U.S.
government always required its southern neighbor to preserve this formality.
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Thus, the regime had to maintain a middle ground, with a certain
balance between actual competitiveness—which threatened its monopoly of
power and political impunity—and the existence of a sole party—which would
have been unable to maintain a sufficient minimum internal and external
legitimacy. In many ways, party hegemony represents this balance between a
sole party and a competitive party. To maintain this balance to the greatest
extent possible, the regime used various electoral reforms to avoid the two
polarities that limited the hegemony of the PRI—real competition and the
absence of formal opposition. This balancing act had direct repercussions for
the structure of Congress, which sought to preserve a decisive majority for the
PRI, while symbolically including the presence of other parties in order to
comply with a democratic format and avoid falling into the trap of the sole
party.

Thus, the formula of absolute majority clearly restricted the opposition
parties’ access to Congress. In 1964, efforts to stimulate their presence in the
legislative body were made, provided no real challenge to the hegemonic party
was posed. The “party representatives” were thus introduced, the seed for
future proportional representation deputies, surviving in a German-style,
mixed representation system, with representatives from the relative majority.
This system was established during the 1977 reform. The PRI would continue
its hegemony in Congress, since it had the qualified majority (two-thirds)
necessary to amend the constitution without being left as the sole party in this
national body. However, this reform—which also reinforced and stimulated
opposition by other means—along with the 1982 economic crisis, led to a
moderate, but unexpected, growth in opposition during the administration of
Miguel de la Madrid.23

Opposition parties, and mainly the PAN, began to gain more seats than
ever before, causing concern for the government and its party. In 1986, the
regime was forced to resort to scandalous fraud in the states of Durango and
Chihuahua to avoid losing seats to the PAN.24  But, to compensate for that
political scandal and prevent the perception of a highly competitive
presidential election in 1988, President De la Madrid decided to support a new
electoral reform in 1987, again modifying the formula for the constitution of
the Lower Chamber. He increased the number of representatives with
proportional representation from 100 to 200, who, together with the 300
relative majority representatives, totaled 500 deputies. The substantial change
was made in the formula for the distribution of proportional representation
seats, because one clause (the “governability” clause) legislated that if the
majority party (which surely would still be the PRI) did not obtain an absolute
majority in the Lower Chamber with its relative majority seats, it would be
entitled to receive as many proportional representation seats as needed to
achieve an absolute majority.
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This move clearly reflected the PRI’s fear that it would not achieve said
proportion only from among relative majority deputies, as it had traditionally
done. And, indeed, in 1988, the challenge was so strong that the PRI was
barely able to obtain—notwithstanding huge fraud—239 out of the 300
majority deputies, losing the absolute majority threshold of 251 deputies.
Consequently, it benefited from the “governability clause” to receive sufficient
proportional seats, and achieve the absolute majority in the Lower Chamber—
the fundamental pillar of party hegemony.25

In 1990, a new electoral reform surfaced, which made the necessary
adjustments, both to recover some of the legitimacy lost in 1988 through
rampant fraud, and to renew the guarantee that the PRI would maintain
absolute majority in the Lower Chamber.26  This reform modified the
“governability clause” so that the majority party, in addition to receiving seats
from proportional representation as necessary to obtain absolute majority,
would receive two more representatives for each percentage point above 35
percent. Thus, for example, if it obtained 40 percent of the vote, it would
receive ten more representatives. In other words, through this reform, the
government tried not only to preserve the absolute majority of its party, but
also to give it a comfortable “cushion” to keep it as far as possible from the
minimum of 251 deputies required for an absolute majority. This reform—
considered a “counter-reform” by numerous opposition and dissident leaders
because it provided new advantages to the PRI—was approved by the PAN,
which gave it the image of collaborating with the Salinas government, an
image it still cannot shake off.27  However, in the 1991 legislative elections, the
PRI did not need to invoke the clause because it obtained 290 of the 300
majority deputies, as well as a comfortable 64 percent of the national vote,
immediately reestablishing its traditional hegemony (although by law it could
no longer have the unqualified majority that it lost forever in 1988).28

In 1993, a new electoral reform again affected the legislative structure.
The “governability clause,” which had generated so much rejection and
controversy among the opposition and critics, was replaced by a formula
under which the parties would distribute the 200 proportional representation
seats fairly and proportionally to their vote, without taking into account the
number of majority representatives that they could have won. Although this
method seemed to be a step forward, it actually created a new advantage for
the PRI by giving it a higher number of proportional representation seats, and
allowing it to reach a high overrepresentation margin. In fact, in the 1994
elections, the PRI achieved the highest level of overrepresentation (10 percent)
since the creation in 1977 of the mixed parliamentary representation system.
In other words, from 1987 to 1993, somewhat “regressive” reforms were
introduced to guarantee, in light of growing opposition, the absolute majority
of the PRI in the Lower Chamber—a majority which constituted one of the
pillars of its traditional party hegemony.
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A new electoral reform was planned for the 1997 elections, since the
new president, Ernesto Zedillo, was convinced of the need to make the
electoral system more transparent, and to “definitively,” convert it, in essence,
into a competitive system. President Zedillo had noticed since 1994 that
without such reform, and with artificial prolongation of PRI’s hegemony,
political conflict would arise and perhaps jeopardize political and economic
stability.

Electoral democracy must stop being the central concern of the
political debate and cause of fighting and division. We must
resolve, according to the most advanced practices in the world,
each of the issues causing democratic dissatisfaction...Our
common purpose must be to make the 1997 elections
indisputable beyond doubt, and for all of us to be satisfied with
the process, regardless of their results.

In addition to granting the electoral authority—the Federal Electoral
Institute—real autonomy from the government, the reform limited the
overrepresentation level to which the majority party was entitled, although
without changing the formula for the structure of the Lower Chamber. This
represented some progress; the overrepresentation ceiling was established at 8
percent of the total vote obtained by the majority party, which meant that, in
order to obtain an absolute majority in the Lower Chamber, it was necessary
to receive at least 42.2 percent of the total valid votes and not less than 165
relative majority representatives. If either of these two conditions were not
met, the PRI would not obtain absolute majority. This was actually the case in
the 1997 elections, when the PRI received just a little over 39 percent of the
votes, thus obtaining 48 percent of the national representative seats (with 139
representatives out of 500). For the first time in post-revolutionary history, the
opposition could hold an absolute majority in the Lower Chamber; it took
advantage of this situation to appoint the Executive Board and distribute more
fairly among the parties the positions and commissions in the chamber,
historically hoarded by the PRI.

Consequently, with the 1996 reform, the PRI ended its hegemony in
every sense of the word, starting in 1997. First, it lost control of the electoral
authority (IFE), preventing the PRI from reversing results it deemed
unfavorable, a factor considered by various experts as one of the key elements
of electoral competitiveness;29 Secondly, the PRI did not obtain the votes
necessary to maintain an absolute majority, and unable to illegally reverse
this result, could no longer exercise majority control over the Lower Chamber.
In short, a party without control of the electoral authority or the Lower
Chamber of the Congress can hardly be considered hegemonic. The PRI has
become, in essence, a majority or dominant party, with political dynamics
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closer—although not identical—to those prevailing in competitive party
systems.30

However, since a targeted electoral reform did not occur prior to the
2000 elections, current legislation retains an element of the regulations typical
of the country’s almost seven-decade long party hegemony—an
overrepresentation provision favoring the majority party. Because a party is
overrepresented does not imply an absence of competition; pure majority
electoral systems generate various overrepresentation margins, which are high
in some cases. But in Mexico, given the evolution of the structure of the
legislative branch, an artificial increase in majority party seats can be seen as
illegitimate, and not reflective of the absolute majority of the electorate.
Overrepresentation is a measure specifically created to preserve—or now to
recover—the traditional hegemony of the PRI, and by definition, contrary to
electoral competitiveness, and therefore to democracy. If the governing party
obtains at least 42.2 percent of the vote, it will again become a hegemonic
party (or semi-hegemonic), at least with regard to its parliamentary
representation and the non-democratic control of Congress as a consequence
of legislation designed with hegemonic rather than competitive purposes.

What is the chance that this will occur?  At the end of 1999, soon after
the PRI primary, during which its presidential candidate was elected in an
essentially democratic format (although there are doubts as to the equity and
impartiality of the process itself), the PRI significantly gained in the polls. At
least this is the case according to two national polls conducted by the most
prestigious newspapers with national circulation: Reforma and El Universal.
Table 4 reports the results of these two national polls.

TABLE 4

ELECTORAL PREFERENCE FOR PRESIDENT

LABASTIDA
PRI

FOX
Alliance for

Change

CARDENAS
Alliance for

Mexico

UNDECIDED

43 % 27% 8% 19%

Source: Reforma, November 29, 1999
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LABASTIDA
PRI

FOX
Alliance for

Change

CARDENAS
Alliance for

 Mexico

UNDECIDED

46% 34% 12% 8%

Source: El Universal, December 6, 1999

Overrepresentation in a mixed representation system, modeled after the
German post-war system, is in principle incompatible—from a democratic
viewpoint—with significant overrepresentation of the majority party; in these
systems proportional representation deputies were introduced to match votes
with seats, in other words, to avoid overrepresentation resulting from simple
majority representatives.31  The Mexican case poses an interesting
phenomenon: the mixed representation system was not meant to match votes
to seats—like in Germany or other democratic countries which adopted this
formula later—but to preserve the hegemony of a party and keep the
opposition from disappearing, thereby avoiding a single party regime—while
simultaneously preserving, albeit artificially, the absolute majority of the
hegemonic party. Hence, the next electoral reform must eliminate majority
party overrepresentation. If any party must have absolute majority in the
Lower Chamber, it must be backed up by an absolute majority of the total
vote.

The Media

One of the elements that has traditionally generated unfairness in elections is
the role of the media, particularly the electronic media, which usually gives
preferential treatment to PRI candidates by granting them disproportionate
time for electoral campaigns, proposals, political slogans, and so on. But the
bias is not only quantitative, but also qualitative—the media broadcasts
primarily negative coverage of the opposition, thereby adversely affecting their
campaign activities. The media's bias has given rise to strong demands from
citizens, dissidents, and opposition leaders for a substantial change in the
current relationship between the media and the government, political parties,
and electoral processes. The 1996 electoral reform proposed by President
Ernesto Zedillo included a promise that the media would be more open,
neutral, pluralistic, and truthful in its relationship with the parties and their
struggle for power. Indeed, this promise was present in his campaign as the
PRI’s presidential candidate. For example, when he was explicitly asked what
his media policy would be, Zedillo answered:
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I am determined to head an accountable government, committed
to providing broad, truthful, and timely information to citizens.
Democracy is inconceivable without the freedom of expression
and of the press...I am convinced that, in order to establish a
strong and participatory government, responsible and service-
oriented, more intense circulation and output of ideas and
information is essential...Herein lies my conviction of the
significant responsibility I believe the media has in modern
society, as well as my clear commitment to the right to
information as a substantial element of democratic life.32

Nevertheless, all presidents have made similar promises, and the
structure of the media continues to be closed, biased, and partisan.
Consequently, Zedillo’s words could not be construed as a guarantee that a
significant change would immediately occur. Today, more than ever, political
conditions require authentic political reform of the media. If the next
government—regardless of its party—realizes the importance and necessity of
finding a peaceful solution to the country’s current crisis of mistrust, it will
support a new structure and role for the media consistent with a truly
competitive party system.

The relative institutional flexibility of the PRI regime and its “hybrid”
institutional character is also reflected in the structure and function of the
media. In fact, Mexican media does not fulfill its assigned role within
democratic government, because it does not operate under conditions
conducive to this. The media primarily promotes and defends the interests of
the party in power, whereas in democracies, the goal is exactly the opposite: to
protect the interests of citizens vis-à-vis governing authorities; to effectively
contribute to fulfilling one of the essential purposes of democracy, namely the
monitoring and supervision of power—to the greatest extent possible—to
ensure that it acts in the collective interest.

Nevertheless, the media is not as closed and manipulated as it is under
more rigid and repressive authoritarian regimes. On the one hand, the PRI
regime has allowed for a wider margin of expression, criticism, and dissidence
than other authoritarian regimes, thereby opening an important outlet for
popular discontent, exasperation, and disagreement of dissidents. For
example, prior to glasnost under the Soviet regime, or in Pinochet’s Chile,
criticism on national television divulging allegations about and
denouncements of the communist or military regime was virtually impossible.
In contrast, today in Mexico, some of the most important critics of the system
frequently appear on television expressing their negative views of the PRI
regime. This level of freedom of the press—despite cases of journalists being
threatened or killed (the obvious recent paradigm is the 1985 murder of
Manuel Buendía)—can hardly be found in military dictatorships and sole
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party systems. Moreover, as with the regime in general, for years the media
has experienced a relative level of true openness, albeit, moderate, superficial,
and insufficient. This openness has served to decrease the disgruntlement and
desperation of the Mexican political regime's many dissidents and, in turn,
has helped sustain the regime.33

In any event, the regime deftly allowed more freedom in media not
widely accessible to citizens, such as specialized literature and the written
press. The broader the distribution of the media in question, the greater the
control that is exercised over its message. Thus, there is closer state
supervision of radio, with less room for criticism than in the press, but less
control than allowed on television—undoubtedly the medium with the widest
reach among citizens. In fact, various polls indicate that nearly 70 percent of
citizens obtain political information from television.34

Thus, the very structure of the media in Mexico has allowed the regime
to avoid the complete openness found in democracies, but without the need
for excessive repression of information typical of classic authoritarian regimes.
This balance has contributed significantly to the continuity of the PRI's
hegemony, although, in the last ten years, as the PRI’s hegemony has
declined, the media has demonstrated a growing openness characteristic of
prevailing trends in democracies.

In recent years, however, an idea not necessarily found in democratic
systems has begun to take hold in Mexico: in order to achieve equity among
parties with regard to the media, the media must be unequivocally neutral
and “objective”—assuming that this is socially possible. Yet this is not
necessarily a distinctive characteristic of the media in democracies, where the
emphasis is instead on the plurality of agencies freely expressing their points
of view, creating space for diverse opinions, and even taking a political or
partisan stance. The important factor is the diversity of positions and the
freedom to express them. In a democracy, the politico-electoral battle waged in
the media is characterized by the skill, creativity, and expertise of
communicators to convince citizen voters to support, through their
arguments, slogans, and political imagery, the sponsoring party or
candidate—as in commercial and corporate competition. Of course, one can
question this system, but it essentially works in democratic countries
(although it is possible to set limits on how political advertisements and
propaganda are displayed). In democracies it is difficult to find neutral, clean,
and perfectly balanced media; democracies also have bias, party preferences,
advertising gimmicks and, in some instances, misleading, malicious, and
unfounded accusations and complaints among contenders. But, in these
cases, the key factor is a more equitable media access and the freedom to
express any idea.

In Mexico, the prevailing conditions of freedom and plurality are clearly
insufficient. Mexico is drawing ever nearer to an acceptable level of access, but
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the scale is still clearly tipped in favor of the government party, especially in
the electronic media (and, in particular, commercial television). This situation
has led the opposition to believe that the power of official propaganda is
overwhelming and invincible. At this point, it is necessary to temper this
widely held belief. Certain cases in Mexico suggest that, when exasperation
toward against the official candidate has reached certain levels, official
propaganda has limited success in achieving its advertising goals. For
example, in the 1994 presidential elections, the official media stopped hurling
its weight against the opposition—an enormously effective strategy. Speaking
about that campaign, Adolfo Aguilar Zínser, affirmed:

Televisa recovered from the lack of prestige it suffered from in
1988 and finally became the great unifying information medium
for political perceptions, values, and collective motivation. To a
great extent it took hold of the conscience of large masses of the
Mexican population...This phenomenon of captivation by
television is the most decisive political and cultural phenomenon
existing in Mexico.35

In 1997, the PAN candidate for Mexico City's government, Carlos
Castillo Peraza, dropped in the polls within a few months, from 40 percent
to the 15 percent of votes he finally received—a phenomenon he blamed on
the media’s animosity against him. While this is partly true, it is excessive to
allege that the PRI’s triumph in 1994—or that of Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas in
1997—was almost exclusively due to the bias of the television and other
electronic media toward these parties. In 1988, when a substantial
opposition vote likely defeated the official candidate, Carlos Salinas de
Gortari (whose win is still in question to this day), the media was more
closed and biased in favor of the PRI, yet did not achieve its purpose.
Elections in San Luis Potosí in 1991 had similar results. In general, one can
conclude, first, that official propaganda is not invincible and, second, that
tactical errors of the opposition itself may enable the advertising campaigns
of the PRI and their associates to be more effective. Of course, this does not
mean that things must remain as they are; a “definitive” reform in the media
is necessary for achieving equity—not neutrality—in the elections.

Redefining the political function of the media is not easy; there are very
powerful interests that have faithfully served the hegemonic purposes of the
PRI regime. Of course, the government needs to make a clear commitment to
support the measures needed for this decisive democratic restructuring. There
are basically two schools of thought regarding media reform.36  The first
proposes to legislate  the media to adhere to a mandatory, neutral, and
impartial position on ideological currents, political parties, and their respective
candidates. The idea is to modify regulations to force the media to adjust to
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such neutrality criteria, both from a quantitative (time dedicated to each of the
parties) and a qualitative viewpoint (content, bias, support, or criticism, etc.).
In fact, several attempts were made, by academic researchers,37 civic
organizations,38 and the IFE itself,39 to exercise a type of “moral” pressure on
the media to enforce more neutrality and equity. At the IFE, this was done
during the 1997 election, and it will be done again in the 2000 elections.

Realistically, this solution is, on the one hand, risky and, on the other
hand, somewhat utopian; risky because it is easy to resort to controlling the
message, hindering the independent media's ability to criticize. The concept of
neutrality could also be perceived as a lack of criticism against the political
parties or the government, thereby obstructing the media's role in contributing
to the accountability of the government and political leaders of any party—an
essential element of democracy. Furthermore, the right of the media and
journalists to publicly state their viewpoints, party preferences, and ideological
convictions would be restricted by accusations of bias (which it is, but is also
legitimate) or lack of neutrality. This solution is rather utopian because a
neutral media is almost an impossibility, and because it destroys the essence
of political debate and exchange of ideologies. Finally, it would be practically
impossible to shackle the media. The answer is not authoritarian prohibition
nor, as some propose, to create groups to monitor the media’s messages. This
would be a flagrant contradiction that could be called “censorship for
democracy.”

Perhaps a possible solution for media reform lies in the other proposal,
which places more trust in the market as promoter of equity and openness.
This school of thought promotes supporting plurality and competition in the
media so that, on the one hand, all ideas and opinions may be expressed
unconditionally. This proposal also makes the “consumers”—radio or
television viewers—the determinants of the character of the message with
regard to more openness, criticism, plurality, confrontation of ideas, and so
on. For the media to achieve this, it will be necessary to reform two elements
of its structure: first, a promotion of more competition by opening concessions
for television channels and radio signals to expand the supply; and, secondly,
to modify the system governing the property and use of the electronic media,
so that their use is not dependent on the good will of the government; this
relationship of dependence through which censorship and highly prejudicial
so-called “self-censorship” is exercised, must be separated.

Once the media is better distributed, media ownership could be made
permanent, or concessions could be granted by a diverse and autonomous
body to ensure the media’s freedom of expression. The criteria to grant or
withdraw such concessions should not be political or ideological. Under these
circumstances, the beneficiaries of the concessions would feel free to
broadcast messages criticizing any party (or any partisan government). Under
these conditions, the struggle to gain market share would largely determine
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the content of the message, based on citizen demand for more pluralistic and
critical content. Of course, this pending reform will not happen immediately,
given the enormous interests the beneficiaries are not willing to risk; these
interests still coincide with the will of the government to enjoy the favor of the
media with the widest reach and impact.

Conclusion

The loose ends of Mexican electoral legislation detected in recent years, for
which current legislation seems insufficient, will be brought under control to a
certain extent in 2000 by the parties (mainly the opposition) with agreements
through the IFE, and perhaps the Electoral Court and the Special Prosecutor’s
Office for Electoral Crimes. The legal time limit to introduce a new electoral
reform expired in mid-1999. The only avenue for changing the legal framework
for electoral matters would be through constitutional reform, which may occur
in the event of a major emergency, a currently unforeseeable event.
Consequently, the presidential race will have certain gaps or loopholes—if not
contradictions. But it is almost certain that afterwards, during the next
legislature, the debate will begin for a new electoral reform, or perhaps a series
of “second generation” reforms, not only to eliminate lingering illegalities—
which mar the cleanliness and credibility of the official political landscape—
but also to adjust the electoral system to propagate greater electoral
competition, power distribution, party checks and balances, and citizen
mobilization. While the present study only mentions some of the more evident
issues at hand, there are undoubtedly many more to consider in the next
major overhaul of Mexican electoral legislation.
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