MEXICAN STATE MAY FUEL ELECTION PROTESTS

Recent unrest in the heartland of southern Mexico could merge with leftist candidate's call to press
for vote-by-vote recount.
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OAXACA CITY, MEXICO — When leftist candidate Andrés Manuel Lépez Obrador this week
called for a wave of civil resistance to press for a vote-by-vote recount of the disputed July 2
presidential election, nowhere did his appeal resonate more than in the restive city of Oaxaca.

A variety of groups, mostly leftist, have recently launched a series of protests in Oaxaca -
located in the heartland of Mexico's impoverished south, which voted overwhelmingly for Mr.
Obrador - transforming an annual teacher strike into a massive people's movement aimed at
ousting the state governor. The city's main plaza has been a sea of tents and tarps, manned
day and night. The windows of the government palace are shattered.

Observers say demonstrations here have primed the area to be a hotbed of pro-Obrador protest
if the people ultimately feel the election was stolen, and that what happens here in coming days
and weeks will be a good indicator of whether Obrador's call for resistance will gain much
traction beyond Mexico City.

"This is a region that is excited about the fact that maybe there will be a president who cares
about the southern states, and [a region that] would be willing to be quite militant [to defend
Obrador]," says Chuck Collins, an Oaxaca-based scholar with the Institute for Policy Studies in
Washington. "If there was a call to shut down the state of Oaxaca, it would just be like rolling out
of bed."

Obrador has refused to concede defeat to Felipe Calderdn of the National Action Party (PAN),
who won the election by a little more than half a percentage point, alleging ballot stuffing and
illegal support for the PAN on the part of the government and businesses. The electoral court is
currently reviewing those appeals, and has until Sept. 6 to certify a winner.

At a massive rally Sunday in Mexico City, which organizers say over a million supporters
attended, Obrador told the crowd: "To defend democracy, we are going to begin peaceful civil
resistance." He says he wants to double the crowd at another rally scheduled for July 30, and
has said he will continue calling for protests until a vote-by-vote recount is undertaken.

Poised for protest

The goals of Oaxaca's multiparty movement are distinct from the national election. "We are not
following the PRD," says Florentino Lopez Martinez, a member of the Popular Assembly of the
People of Oaxaca (APPO), the name given to the 350-some organizations that he says have
mobilized alongside the teacher strike in Oaxaca. "But we would see [fighting against fraud] as
necessary to defend the people's will, and the people's vote. We have a necessity to participate,
to take to the streets and say no to fraud."

For the protest-weary in Oaxaca, who fear the city could become an extended outpost of
political resistance, such calls are unwelcome. "They have the same ideologies and are
impassioning each other," says Blanca Leon, as she swept the sidewalk outside her tiny
convenience store just blocks from the staging area of the protest. "One thing provokes the
other. It is not a coincidence that the strike is so big this year and that the election is contested."

Oaxaca's recent unrest



Protesters in Oaxaca have blocked local buses and highways. This week, the city's biggest
tourist event, the Guelaguetza festival celebrating indigenous culture, was canceled due to fears
of violence.

The teacher strike on the part of the 70,000-member teacher union in Oaxaca has been an
annual ritual for the past 26 years: teachers stage a protest in the city center, make demands on
issues such as pay raises, negotiate with the state government, and leave within a few weeks,
locals say.

But this year Governor Ulises Ruiz of the long-ruling Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI)
ordered state police June 14 to displace the teachers, which they reportedly did using tear gas.
Many groups then joined forces to demand his resignation, and marches have drawn hundreds
of thousands of sympathizers.

Experts agree the movement played a decisive role in the July 2 vote, as they banded together
to vote against the PRI, contributing to its stunning loss in a traditional stronghold. Of 11 districts
across the state, the PRI lost nine. But Gloria Zafra, a sociologist at the Benito Juarez
Autonomous University in Oaxaca, says their role ends there. "The PRD benefited from their
movement, but [Oaxaca's protesters] are more against the PRI than supporters of the PRD,"
she says. "They are busy trying to overthrow Ruiz."

In fact, only a fraction of the bellicose signs and graffiti splayed across colonial-style buildings
here make reference to the presidential election.

Still, members of the movement say they will support a recount. "We respect the people's will
and [electoral] transparency," says Daniel Rosas Romero, the spokesman for the teachers'
union.

"[Obrador] won, and we will demonstrate that in the south and southeast of the country where
citizens have been marginalized,” says Tomas Basaldu, the president of the PRD's state
committee.

For many supporters of a recount, the power of the people's voice in Oaxaca has given them
hope. "The teacher's movement has already gotten stronger. If anyone can lead a protest to
recount, it is the teachers," says Carlos Maya, an agave farmer from the outskirts of Oaxaca.
"But," he adds, "maybe the people here are getting sick of the protests."

"No," interrupts his colleague Santiago Lucas. "What the people are sick of is bad government."



