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A decisive victory in Chile's presidential election
may prove insufficient for reform

Author: Jesper TVEVAD

Michelle Bachelet was elected Chile's new president in the second round
of the elections held on 15 December 2013, when she received a clear
majority of 62.2 % of the votes cast. The outcome returns Bachelet and her
centre-left coalition to power four years after they were replaced by the
centre-right government under President Sebastián Piñera.

Despite Bachelet's clear mandate, the high abstention rate in both rounds
of the elections means that she assumes the presidency with somewhat
less political capital than was generally expected. Although the parties in
the alliance supporting Bachelet - the centre-left 'New Majority' (Nueva
Mayoría, NM), including Bachelet's Socialist Party (Partido Socialista, PS) -
will have a solid majority in both chambers of the Congress, the new
president could face difficulties in pushing through key legislation.

The outcome of the elections

In Chile's first presidential election contested by two women, Bachelet's
62.2 % share of the vote dwarfed the 37.8 % garnered by Evelyn Matthei
from the current governing coalition, the centre-right 'Alliance' (Alianza)1.
In the first round, on 17 November, Bachelet received 46.7 % of the vote,
against 25.0 % for Matthei. The new president will take office on 11 March
2014.

Bachelet received the highest percentage of votes of any Chilean
candidate in a second round election, and significantly over the 54 % she
achieved when she was elected President for the first time, in the second

1 Official results with votes from 97.96 % of the polling stations counted
(http://www.servel.cl/ss/Satellite?c=S_Noticia&cid=1384172630025&pagename=SERVEL
%2FS_Noticia%2FS_ContenidoNoticia)
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As expected, Michelle
Bachelet, the candidate of
the Socialist Party (Partido
Socialista, PS) and the
centre-left coalition New
Majority (Nueva Mayoría,
NM), obtained a clear victory
in Chile's presidential
elections.

Bachelet's resounding
victory underscored voters'
disapproval of the current
centre-right government.

However, Bachelet did not -
as expected - win in the first
round of the elections. A
high abstention rate means
that she received a relatively
low number of votes.

The high number of
candidates points to the loss
of legitimacy of the two
political alliances which
have dominated Chilean
politics for more than two
decades.

round of the 2005-2006 elections. Bachelet's resounding victory and
Matthei's defeat appears an unambiguous expression of voters'
disapproval of the last four years' centre-right government (in which
Matthei served as Minister of Labour and Social Security). This was
particularly evident during first round, when Matthei gained only 25 % of
the vote - the lowest tally for the centre-right coalition since 1993.

However, despite Bachelet's and the NM's undisputed triumph, at least
two elements mitigate the perceptions of an absolute triumph:

 It was widely expected - and foreseen by many opinion polls - that
Bachelet would gain the 50 % of the vote needed to be elected in the
first round; that she failed to do so was slightly surprising. Conversely,
Matthei had limited expectations. The current centre-right
government suffers from a lack of popularity, and her candidacy had
provoked frictions within the Alianza, composed by her own
Independent Democrat Union (Unión Demócrata Independiente, UDI)
and the National Renewal (Renovación Nacional, RN); she was only
designated the coalition's candidate after the winner of its primary
election withdrew. Against this background, Matthei's reaching the
second round can be seen as a relatively successful result. Matthei also
managed to attract 643 000 new votes between the first and the
second round - more than Bachelet.

 Participation in elections was much lower than on previous occasions.
This is due to the electoral reform that came into force in January 2012
making voting voluntary and automatically registering all citizens over
18 years as voters. As a result, more than five millions new electors
were counted and more than half of the electorate chose to abstain. In
the first round of the elections, the voter turnout was 49.3 %,
compared to around 88 % in previous polls (when voting was
compulsory). The absolute number of votes in the first round, 6.7
million, was lower than in the first round of the 2009 elections. The
turnout in the second round was even poorer: only 5.7 million
electors, or 42 % of the electorate, participated.

Also reflecting the poor turnout, the number of votes for Bachelet in
the first round (3 075 839) was close to being the lowest collected by a
first round winner in Chile's recent democratic history: the tally was
below her own score in the 2005 elections and that of former
President Ricardo Lagos in his successful 1999 campaign. Bachelet
received only 1 675 votes more than did incumbent President
Sebastián Piñera in 2009. Similarly, the votes achieved by Bachelet in
the second round (3 468 389) represented a mere 26 % of all
registered electors and a lower score than previous second-round
winners, including Bachelet's in 2006.

While the high abstention rates are related to the near certainty of
Bachelet's victory, yet they probably also reflected disenchantment with
the established political system. The unprecedented high number of
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presidential candidates - nine, all emphasising the need for political and
social reforms - also reflected a growing desire for political change and
renewal, as well as a certain loss of legitimacy for the two main coalitions,
which have dominated the political scene since democracy was restored
in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Together the seven candidates from
outside the NM and the Alianza received 28.3 % of the vote, the highest
share ever achieved by third forces.

Congress

The five parties in the NM
will have a solid majority in
the Congress. In the
Chamber of Deputies, they
won the largest majority for
a governing alliance since
1997, partly thanks to the
inclusion of the Communist
Party of Chile (Partido
Comunista de Chile, PC).

Bachelet's government will enjoy relatively strong support in Congress. In
the parliamentary elections on 17 November, the parties in the NM won a
majority in both chambers of Congress (both with powers to initiate and
adopt legislation).

In the Chamber of Deputies, Chile's lower house, they won 67 of 120 seats
(10 more than in the current legislature), while the governing coalition
obtained 49 seats, 9 less than in 2009. Within the NM, the biggest party
remains the Christian Democrat Party (Partido Demócrata Cristiano, PDC),
which gained two seats, followed by the PS, which gained four, and the
Party for Democracy (Partido Por la Democracia, PPD), which lost three. The
Communist Party of Chile (Partido Comunista de Chile, PC) doubled its
representation in the Chamber, from three to six seats. Of the two parties
in the Alianza, UDI and RN, UDI suffered a substantial loss, passing from 39
to 29 seats in the Chamber. RN gained two seats, going from 17 to 19.

Figure 1: Composition of
the Chamber of Deputies
2014-2018

The 17 November ballot also elected 20 new members of the Senate
(which has 38 members in all), including 12 from the NM and 7 from the
Alianza. Overall, the coalition backing Bachelet will have 21 members in
the new Senate, against 16 for the Alianza and 1 independent.
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Figure 2: Composition of
the Senate 2014-2018

The two blocs' share of the
vote and their seats in
Congress has been
remarkably stable since
1989, largely because Chile's
bi-nominal electoral system
favours two major
coalitions.

In a larger perspective, the two blocs' share of the vote and the seats in
Congress has been remarkably stable since 1989. It is worth noting that
while more than 28 % of the votes in the first round of the presidential
elections went to the seven candidates not coming from the two main
coalitions, only four deputies in the new Chamber of Deputies are not
from the lists of the NM or the Alianza. This is largely due to Chile's unique
bi-nominal electoral system which makes it difficult for any list to gain the
two seats allotted to each constituency, thereby favouring the
establishment of two major coalitions2.

The NM majority in both chambers of Congress should place Bachelet's
future government in a stronger position than any previous government's.
President Piñera did not have a stable majority in the Chamber of
Deputies and was in minority in the Senate. Before him, the Concertación
also governed without a majority in the Senate before 2005, and in
December 2007 it lost its majority in the Chamber of Deputies after
various deputies defected.

However, the NM's majority is insufficient to reform some categories of
legislation - the 'constitutional organic laws' - for which the support of four
sevenths of the members of Congress (68 deputies and 27 senators) is
needed. They regulate, inter alia, the electoral system and some aspects of
the education system. Similarly, the support of three fifths of the members
(72 deputies and 28 senators) is needed to amend the constitution (for
some provisions, a two thirds majority is required.)

2 The bi-nominal system, which was introduced in 1989 under the military government
divides Chile in 60 electoral constituencies which each elects two deputies (19 for the
Senate). A political party or pact gets the two seats only if its two candidates receive
more than two thirds of all votes cast or, which is the same, more than doubles the
number of votes for the second-place party. A party is therefore guaranteed one seat if it
receives more than a third (at least 33.4 %) of the vote. The system can lead to that the
second most voted candidate in a constituency is not elected if his party's total score
does not double the second most voted list. The system favours the two big electoral
coalitions, makes it difficult for 'third' parties to gain representation and reduces the
possibility of significant changes in the distribution of seats.
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Outlook

The elections took place
against a background of
social unrest - particularly
the students' protests - and
a general quest for renewal
in Chilean society.

The NM, advocating
comprehensive social and
political reforms, turned to
the left.

Michelle Bachelet and the
NM announced a
programme with three foci:
educational reform, tax
reform , and the adoption of
a new constitution.

The 2013 elections have taken place against a background of social unrest
- highlighted by students' protests against the Piñera government's
education policy - and a general public quest for change. The NM has to a
large degree presented itself as representing the widespread grievances
and addressing the demands for comprehensive social and political
reforms. Concepts such as social equality, justice and the need to deepen
democracy were central in the NM's government programme and
Bachelet's campaign messages, as was the notion that Chile is embarking
on a new political and social 'cycle'.

This has also implied a turn towards positions further to the left than those
traditionally defended by the Concertación. The 'extension' of the
Concertación to the PC and the smaller Citizens' Left (Izquierda Ciudadana)
points in the same direction. Similarly, four prominent figures from the last
years' student and social protest movements have been elected to the
Chamber of Deputies for the NM3, lending credibility to its pledge for
substantial reform.

Bachelet's and the NM's political platform sets out three principal areas of
profound reform (reforma de fondo):

 An educational reform, making quality education free for all. Defining
education as a fundamental right, the NM will transform it into an
instrument for social integration and inclusion.

 A tax reform to increase fiscal resources (by the equivalent of 3 % of
GDP), promote income equality, stimulate investment and combat tax
evasion and fraud. The reform is meant to provide funds to finance
increased public spending projected in other areas, particularly in
education.

 The adoption of a new constitution, replacing the one that entered
into force in 1981, under General Augusto Pinochet's military regime
(amended on numerous occasions). The new constitution was
proposed to serve as the basis for a fully democratic system and
recognise the entire range of civic, political and social rights, including
all internationally recognised human rights instruments. The
controversial binomial electoral system would be abolished and
replaced by a system of proportional representation.

3 Two of them were elected for the PC, including Camila Vallejo, the spokesperson of the
students' movement. A leader of social protests in Southern Chile in 2012 was elected as
independent on the lists of the PDC. Two student leaders were elected to the Chamber
of Deputies as independents outside the pacts; however, one of them, Giorgio Jackson,
of the Democratic Revolution movement (Revolución Democrática) was indirectly
supported by the NM, which facilitated his election by not presenting any candidate in
his circumscription. All five were the most voted candidates in their circumscription;
Jackson received 48 % of the vote in his district in Santiago.
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However, Bachelet's
government will not have a
sufficient majority in Congress
to adopt the necessary
legislation unless the centre-
right opposition agrees.

If only limited reform is
possible, unfulfilled
expectations could be a
major challenge in the
coming years.

Decelerating economic
growth could be another
challenge, particularly if
combined with lowered
international prices on
copper, Chile's main export
commodity.

Agreement on the upgrade
of the EU-Chile Association
Agreement form 2002 may
be reached in the coming
years.

The crucial question is whether Bachelet has sufficient political capital to
accomplish these fundamental reforms. Although the elections gave the
incoming president and her government a clear mandate and a solid
majority in both chambers of Congress, it is insufficient to unilaterally
adopt the necessary legislation to reform the educational system and a
new constitution. In many areas, Bachelet's new government will
therefore have to seek agreements with the centre-right opposition, or a
part of it (most likely with RN).

The centre-right, which has emerged weakened from these elections, may
be willing to work with the new government, but it is uncertain to what
extent compromises and less-than-comprehensive reforms would be
accepted by the social movements and the left-wing sections of the NM
alliance, which demand sweeping change. In a situation where only
limited reform is possible, it may be difficult to maintain the unity of the
very broad governing coalition, whose span extends from the
Communists to the Christian Democrats. Unfulfilled expectations - or
worse, the perception of promises betrayed - could fuel divisions within
the NM and give rise to renewed social protests. This could be a major
challenge for Bachelet's government in the coming years.

Another challenge for the new government could be the economy. After
enjoying growth rates close to 6 % in the last three years, the Chilean
economy now seems to be slowing down: Chile's Central Bank predicts
that growth in 2013 will drop to close to 4 % and between 3.75 and 4.75%
in 2014. Decelerating growth, coupled perhaps with increasing
unemployment, and unfulfilled expectations of greater social equality and
better public services could led to social unrest.

There are also indications that the inflow of foreign direct investments
(FDI), one of the main drivers of economic growth in the last decades,
could be slowing down. In the first half of 2013, FDI diminished by almost
50 % (from USD 12.7 million to USD 6.8 million) compared to the same
period in 20124. The prices of copper, Chile's main export commodity
(which in 2012 represented 54 % of all exports of goods) will also matter.
The likelihood of falling cooper prices in the coming years, due to a
combination of increasing supplies and lower international growth, would
not only affect export revenues, but would also diminish fiscal revenues,
reducing the scope for reforms.

The EU's excellent relations with Chile will continue under the new Chilean
government. During Bachelet's previous mandate, the launch of the
'Association for Development and Innovation' in October 2009 led to a
further strengthening of EU-Chile relations. During her coming term, an
agreement may be reached to upgrade the 2002 Association Agreement.

4 http://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/webdiaeia2013d10_en.pdf


