
T
he Felipe Calderón administra -
tion has delicately begun to un -
fold its foreign policy, without too

many sudden moves. The president has
gradually tried to reduce the intensity
of four big issues that brought down
heavy criticism on his predecessor: Ve  n -
ezuela, Cuba, relations with the United
States and foreign policy in general. Let
us consider each of these in turn.

VENEZUELA AND CUBA

A great deal of the background noise
behind the launch of the Calderón ad -
mi nistration stemmed from the public
differences that the Fox administration
had with Venezuela and which led to
the withdrawal of ambassadors from
Caracas and Mexico City. The situation
has still not been normalized because
Hugo Chávez’s radicalization has im ped -
ed its going any further. On the one hand,

Chávez was the only one who, though
ambiguously, played with the possibility
of backing the hypothesis that the 2006
elections had been fraudulent, a hypo -
thesis put forward in Mexico by the Co -
a li tion for the Welfare of All headed by
An drés Manuel López Obrador, and there -
fore with the idea of not recognizing the
legit imacy of Felipe Calderón’s govern-
ment. On the other hand, the new wave
of nationalizations in Venezuela has come
very close to affecting Mexican interests.
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At the beginning of his term, Pre s -
 ident Calderón publicly differentiat-
ed himself with certain aspects of the
Chá  vez Bolivarian regime’s economic
policy. The most critical moment came
during the Ja nuary 24-28, 2007 Davos
World Eco nomic Forum meeting when
Calderón participated in the January
26 panel “Latin America Broadens Its
Hori zons” with the president of Brazil
and the OAS general secretary. On that
panel, Calderón said that Mexico was
a country that he thought had sur pas sed
the false state/market dilemma and
that he did not consider na tio naliza tions
the solution to regional problems. Cri -
ti  cisms from the opposition rained on
the Mex ican president for clearly ex -
pressing this position. Broad sectors of
the public thought that putting things
this way was an incentive for worsen-
ing bilateral re lations and reducing Mex -
ico’s weight in Latin America, and that,
in the last analysis, gained little since
the markets had already differentiated
what Mex ico does from what Vene zue -
la does per fectly well.

In this way, once the difference was
marked, Calderón recapitulated and
weighed three objectives of his foreign
policy strategy that seemed notably weak -
ened after the position he took at Davos.
The first was to lower the inten sity of the
confrontation with Ve ne zue la; the sec-
ond, to weave a sufficiently generic La t -
 in Americanist discourse that would
not cause unnecessary rival ries or pro-

tagonism. After all, if you aspire to exer -
cise leadership, there are certain things
that you cannot say in public, and Mex -
ico could not continue to lose its abili-
ty to dialogue with its Latin American
brethren. The third was the reactivation
of the opposition of Mex ican revolu-
tionaries. Mexico’s Con gress rarely dis -
cusses foreign policy, but the Insti tu tio n -
al Revolutionary Party uses the sensitive
issues of Cuba, Ve ne zuela and the United
States to pontificate about how foreign
policy was mana ged when they were
in office. For Cal de rón, there were al -
ready sufficient potential points of con -
flict with the opposition without adding
Venezuela to the mix.

In the same month of February, in
London, Calderón decided to retouch
his position and, in more conciliatory
coded language, he coined what some
have called “the spirit of Dorchester”
(the name of the hotel where he made
the speech). Succinctly, this implied
promoting two ideas: the first was that
for Mexico, harmony with Latin Amer -
 ica was a priority, despite Hugo Chá vez’s
unfriendly tone; and the second was
that there were different economic po l -
icy options and Mexico de fended its
right to follow the one it had chosen, but
that this should not be an insurmount -
able obstacle for deepening integration
in the region.

With the Venezuelan front a little
quieter, the relationship with Cuba has
tended to be handled less stridently.

After a series of diplomatic incidents
rang ing from the bus entering the Mex -
ican embassy in Havana, the grave ac cu -
sations and resulting expulsion of alleged
Cuban agents the Mexican gov  ern ment
accused of engaging in activities in -
compatible with their migratory status,
to the well known phrase, “You eat and
you leave,”1 clearly the Fox administra -
tion was in no position to try to change
the trend. Calderón has dealt with re la -
tions with Cuba cautiously: he preferred
to leave to one side de mocracy and hu -
man rights on the island as a priority and
has opted for pragmatic courtesy, put -
ting the relationship on its way to getting
back on course with out incident.

THE NATION’S MOOD

By opting to reduce the level of confron -
tation with these two countries, Feli pe
Calderón has correctly interpreted the
feelings of an important sector of the
Mex ican public, and, of course, of the
political class and di plo matic corps, who
think it a positive that Mex ico’s dis-
course propose tightening ties to Latin
America and leave behind the frictions
inherited from the Fox admin istration.

In this way, he has managed to ex -
clude foreign policy from the field of
daily confrontations between the op -
position and the government. Without
Chávez making daily declarations about
Mexico, foreign policy once again re -
turns to the extremely low profile that
political parties have assigned it on their
agendas. The appointment of ambas -
sadors has generated some de bate, but
until now, Foreign Affairs Minister Pa -
tricia Es pinosa’s reports to Congress have
been quite uneventful. The risk is that in
order to avoid domestic confrontations,
foreign policy could lose vigor and be -
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Calderón has dealt with relations 
with Cuba cautiously: he has opted for pragmatic 

courtesy, putting the relationship on its way to getting 
back on course without incident.



come less and less important in the
country’s political life.

THE U.S. FACTOR

It is true that the United States was
scrupulously careful to not meddle in
Mexico’s 2006 elections. Although we
could suppose that for ideological rea-
sons, Calderón’s victory must have sat
better with them, they did not give in to
the temptation of trying to sway the ba -
lance, a very wise decision.

As we know, relations between our
two countries are enormously complex
and often flow regardless of the fric-
tions or misunderstandings that may
exist between us.

What was difficult to hide was that
in the last part of the Fox administra-
tion, relations were mutually unsatis-
factory. For the Mexican government,
it was clear that no significant gains had
been made on the issue it had decided
to put a priority on from the beginning of
its term: migration. What is more, not
only had there been no advance, but
at the end of the term, it had to put up
with the material and symbolic im pact of
the famous fence between the two coun -
tries. A worse scenario for a presi  dent
whose sympathies lay to a great extent
with that country could not be imagined.

The United States had a harder and
harder time dissimulating its dissatis-
faction with the lack of real progress in
controlling violence along the border. Am -
bassador Antonio Garza’s public sta te -
ments were increasingly clear and put
the Mexican government in the sad po -
sition of repeating the old refrain of
co-responsibility. These were mo ments
of tension and nervousness that con-
tributed little to re-launching other as -
pects of bilateral relations.

THE FIRST STEPS

Once in office, Felipe Calderón has
begun to make some decisions that we
can only hope he will sustain in the
years to come. The first was to take on
board the so-called “spirit of Dor ches -
ter” and foster pragmatic cordiality with
Latin America as a general concept.
The second consists of looking at the
Latin American dimension as an opti-
mal operating scale in the continent
since with Colombia and the coun-
tries of Central America, we have broad
agreement on issues like infrastructure,
competitiveness and relations with the
United States. The April 2007 Cam pe -
che summit and the incorporation of Co -
lombia into Puebla-Pa nama Plan ac ti v -
ities are proof of the importance he will
place on the region.

In his closing speech at the Ja nuary
9, 2007 18th Meeting of Am bas sadors
and Consuls, Felipe Calderón outlined
his conception of what he hopes will be
Mexico’s profile during his administra-
tion. The main idea —forgive the para -
dox— is both simple and complex: that
Mexico be “a winner country.” He adds,
assuming that he is expressing the de -
sires of all Mex icans, that “we want Mex -
 ico to not only compete, but to win; we
want a Mex ico that doesn’t try to change
the world, but changes itself; a strong,
self-assured, winning Mexico.”

Three problematic central items can
be identified in the presidential message.

The first is the agenda for com peti -
 ti veness, which presupposes a com plete
revision of the country’s economic struc -
ture and its human and technical ca -
pabilities. The second, linked to the idea
of winning, makes defining national
objectives and goals a precondition. Vic -
tory or success are always relative and
can only be measured in terms of pre-
established goals. The third is Mex ico’s
role in the world. We can be observers
or the agents for change. In the former
case, it would suffice to move as inertia
takes us as we did to a great extent dur-
ing a large part of the twentieth cen-
tury; this po sition is broadly supported
by traditio nal forces. If we opt for a
more active role, Mexico would have
to have a detailed agenda for the re -
gional, he mispheric, Ibero-American
and global spheres, which still has not
been set.

With regard to bilateral relations
with the United States, the first stage
has been marked by decentralizing mi -
gration discussions. This start for an
issue that is unlikely to offer tangible
short-term results opens up the way for
some decisions to begin to be made with -
out so much political pressure, but Cal -
derón has yet to make a detailed sta te -
ment about the country’s central foreign
policy agenda issues. What has been
sketched out until now is abso lutely ge -
neric; for the time being, that may be
useful, but as the presidential term pro -
gresses, it will be necessary to make de -
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cisions about the other issues on the
bilateral agenda.

In the fight against drug trafficking,
policy has been more direct. A spec-
tacular number of extradition orders for
high-level drug kingpins in February
2007 was complemented by an ex press
request that there be more control of
arms trafficking into our country. In his
speech welcoming Bush to Mé rida,
President Calderón particularly empha -
 sized U.S. drug consumption. Our U.S.
ambassador, Arturo Saru khán, was more
direct when The Washing ton Post asked
him what he thought the United States
was contributing to the fight against
drugs: his answer was “zilch.” It is un -
us u  al for a Mex ican ambassador to use
this colloquial language to speak so
frankly about such a sensitive issue.2

Bush’s March 2007 visit to Mé ri da
made it clear that while bilateral rela-
tions continued to be solid with re gard
to the main issues, there is nothing like
euphoria or high expectations. Mex ico
is taking very specific steps without ex -
pecting anything in exchange becau se,
it should be pointed out, the last presi-
dent got nothing from the man who pu -
blicly presented himself as his “friend.”

Perhaps the tone of the relationship
is to guarantee mutual compliance with
obligations without any kind of en thu -
siasm and with the necessary rigidity of
two actors who know that at least until
there is a new resident in the White
House, what already exists should be

managed without creating any addi-
tional problems.

THE DILEMMAS

With the topic of foreign policy in a less
agitated phase, without a  doubt,  the
Cal  de rón government will have to make
more important decisions in the me -
dium term and can opt for one of the
poles of an old dilemma that has di vi -
ded us for the last two decades. On the
one hand are the traditionalists who
think it is necessary and a good idea to
go back to a very courteous, low-impact
foreign policy without making any sta te -
ments about aspirations that might
cause frictions with other countries. On
the other hand are those who be lieve that
because of the country’s eco n omic, de mo -
graphic and cultural weight, it should
participate more actively in the inter-
national concert. Of course, there is no
consen sus about what the optimum
de gree of participation would be, but
what seems to be clear is that given the
in ternational context, it is in creasingly
difficult to isolate ourselves from the glo b -
alized world. It would also be more cost-
ly to try to not play a grow ing role in the
international system, particularly given
that ours is an im portant country in sev-
eral geo-political groups: Latin America,
North America and the Pa cific Basin.

Although it is not very popular among
our political class, it is imperative that

we open up a major debate about the
role Mexico can and wants to play in
the world, since, even if only with mi ni -
mum objectives, we have to know what
we want. Saying that we will try to get
along well with everyone is a good start,
but at some point we are going to have
to begin talking about goals, and that
is when the frictions and conflicting
interests will come into play. The job of
leading foreign policy will look more
like that of a gardener who has to take
care of his plants and their surroundings
than that of a public relations executive
who lives with a smile plastered on his
face, proclaiming himself to be the ideal
neighbor who lives and lets live. Our
size makes us a country that can upset
the neighborhood, since we also have
aspirations and interests beyond our
own borders.

As we have seen, by reducing the
importance of the issue of migration,
the tumor planted by former Foreign Re -
lations Minister Jorge Castañeda —in
the form of an enchilada— has been
excised. The influence of the “whole
enchilada” was so great that many ob -
servers took it more into account when
evaluating the last administration than
even Mexico’s participation in the UN

Security Council during the Iraq crisis
and its systematic defense of multila t -
eralism.3 Now, without the “whole
enchilada” in the collective imaginary,
there will be more space to evaluate more
calmly other fields of relations. The
main thing now is to de fine what objec -
tives we have in North America: deepen -
ing the Security and Prosperity Par tner -
ship of North Amer ica (SPP); keeping
things as they are?

The initial position with regard to
Latin America is appropriate for re duc -
ing the noise made at the beginning of
the new administration. Proclaiming
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closeness to Latin America is always
very useful, particularly domestically.
The traditional parties and a broad seg -
ment of the public are comforted by
these positions. What is not so clear is
if, besides “peace and love” with Latin
America, any other projects exist. But
once they have been de fined, I suppose
that we will have to decide which fo -
rums we can use to put them forward
in the best way (the Ibero-American
Summit, the Rio Group or the Organi -
zation of Amer ican States).

With regard to many issues, like re -
lations with the Caribbean, we can float
along with the ambiguity that was so
useful in the past, but there is one mat-
ter we cannot elude: Cuba. I suppose
that at this point the discussions about
what Mexico would have to do if it
wanted to influence the Cu ban process

are very advanced. Not only Caracas,
Washington and Madrid have direct
interests and proximity to the island;
for different reasons, Mex ico cannot put
its head in the sand in this case, and it
had better begin spe cifying what our
interests are vis-à-vis the new situation
on the island.

In short, the priority focuses will be,
of course, the United States, Cuba and
Latin America, without forgetting the
commitment we made to multilater-
alism that continues to be one of our
foreign policy’s main assets and consen -
suses. External pressure is in creasingly
clear in the sense that there is a basic
contradiction in proclaiming ourselves
the champion of multilateralism and not
taking on the res ponsi bilities to guar-
antee peace and security for the planet
that that role implies.

NOTES

1 Presidents Fidel Castro and George W. Bush
were both slated to attend the 2002 Monterrey
Development Summit. In a phone conversation,
President Fox told the Cuban president that,
of course, he could attend the summit, but on
the day Bush arrived he would have to leave
right after lunch. The Cuban leader’s security
team taped the conversation, considered a se -
rious insult on the part of Mexico, and released
it to the media. [Editor’s Note.]

2 About Arturo Sarukhán’s statements and the
U.S. government response, see articles by Karen
De Young, “Mexican Envoy Highly Critical of
U.S. Role in Anti-Drug Effort,” March 23,
2007, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/
content/article/2007/03/22/AR2007032201853.
html and Marcela San chez, “Kid-Glove Di plo -
macy. Mexico Takes New Tack on Immi gra tion
after Lofty Pro mises Founder,” March 30, 2007,
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/con-
tent/article/2007/03/29/2007032901677.html
[Editor’s Note.]

3 This refers to Mexico’s position in immigration
negotiations that former Foreign Rela tions Mi -
nister Jorge Castañeda dubbed “the whole en -
chilada,” or going for broke. [Editor’s Note.]
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