Informal Coalitions and Legislative
Agenda Setting in Mexico’s
Multiparty Presidential System

Yann P. Kerevel
Sergio A. Bdrcena Judrez

ABSTRACT

To what extent can presidents exert gatekeeping power in opposition-led legisla-
tures? Drawing on a study of roll rates in the Mexican Chamber of Deputies, where
presidents lack legislative majorities and often face a legislature controlled by the
opposition, this article argues that gatekeeping power is divided among multiple
actors. It finds that presidents exert weak gatekeeping power over the agenda.
While presidents and their parties are rarely defeated in votes related to presidential
initiatives, they generally create stable, informal coalitions with opposition parties
to pass their bills. Moreover, the agenda-setting power of the president and the
president’s party is weaker with bills that originate in the legislative branch, where
the party is occasionally rolled on legislative initiatives and during the amendment
stage if it is not also the median party.
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T o what extent can presidents exert gatekeeping power in opposition-led legisla-
tures? There are two main bodies of literature that provide competing answers.
One set of studies extends and modifies cartel theory and focuses primarily on leg-
islative actors, suggesting that either plurality parties (Calvo 2014; Jones and Hwang
2005) or majority coalitions (Amorim Neto et al. 2003; Chasquetti 2013) set the
agenda. In the absence of plurality or stable majority coalition cartels, legislative
agenda control reverts to the median party. A separate body of work focuses more
heavily on the ability of presidents in multiparty systems to form stable or ad hoc
legislative coalitions (Alemdn and Tsebelis 2016; Alemdn and Calvo 2010; Calvo
and Sagarzazu 2011; Chaisty and Chernykh 2017; Hiroi and Renné 2014;
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Martinez-Gallardo 2012; Raile et al. 2011). These studies suggest that presidents
and their parties play a large role in setting the legislative agenda.

This article combines insights from both bodies of work and addresses a
number of existing gaps in the literature through a case study of agenda setting in
the Mexican Chamber of Deputies. First, from a theoretical perspective, existing
work on agenda setting has not clearly identified whether plurality parties on their
own, regardless of their connection to the president, are able to prevent bills they
oppose from passing due to their large numbers, or if plurality parties have gatekeep-
ing power largely due to shared partisanship with the president and presidential
agenda-setting powers. Much of the work on plurality cartels focuses on Argentina,
where the presidential and plurality party are the same. The Mexican case helps
address this gap in the literature because the plurality party in three of the four terms
from 2000 to 2012 was also the largest opposition party to the president.

Second, the literature on coalition and cabinet formation in multiparty systems
focuses primarily on the executive’s agenda, although we also know that in many
legislatures, a significant portion of legislative work does not focus solely on the
president’s bills, and that the lack of a majority party provides many opportunities
for opposition parties to influence the agenda (Alemdn and Calvo 2010; Calvo
2014). We know very little about how agenda setting varies based on the origins of
proposals. Here, we address this gap in the literature by examining agenda-setting
coalitions on initiatives that originate in the executive and legislative branches.

Third, previous work on legislative agenda setting focuses heavily on formal
coalition formation, with presidents nominating members of coalition parties into
the cabinet (Amorim Neto et al. 2003; Chasquetti 2013; Martinez-Gallardo 2012).
However, not all presidents in multiparty settings form coalitions through cabinets,
and we know very little about agenda setting in these opposition-controlled envi-
ronments. The Mexican Chamber of Deputies is an excellent case to examine how
legislative coalitions form in a context in which presidents do not construct coalition
cabinets (Camp 2018; Casar 2016; Martinez-Gallardo 2012).

To address these gaps in the literature, this study examines all legislation subject
to a roll call vote in the Mexican Chamber of Deputies from 1998 to 2015 and
draws on interviews with former legislators and congressional staff. From these data,
we examine the institutional and partisan origin of bills voted on in the Chamber
and explore the probability of a party being rolled (i.e., voting against a bill that
passes) on executive and legislative initiatives and on amendments.

We find that presidents exert weak gatekeeping power over the legislative
agenda. While presidents and their parties are rarely defeated on roll call votes
regarding presidential initiatives, they generally create stable, informal coalitions
with opposition parties in order to shepherd executive bills through Congress. In
particular, when the president’s party is not the median party, they rely on informal
coalitions with the median party to move their legislation through the Chamber.
Moreover, the agenda-setting power of the president and the president’s party is
weaker when it comes to initiatives that originate in the legislative branch, where
they are occasionally rolled on legislative initiatives and during the amendment stage
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if they are not also the median party. In sum, agenda-setting power is shared among
multiple actors within the legislative and executive branches.

PRESIDENTIAL AGENDA SETTING
AND COALITION FORMATION

In many presidential systems, multipartism is firmly institutionalized in the agenda-
setting process through the formation of formal coalitions, through which presi-
dents nominate members of coalition partners into the cabinet (Kellam 2015;
Martinez-Gallardo 2012). One framework used to analyze agenda setting in these
systems is the parliamentary agenda cartel theory. This theory suggests that the coali-
tion government formed by the executive has the power to set the agenda. In this
model, each party in the multiparty coalition has veto power over the agenda, such
that all measures that reach the floor are acceptable to each party in the coalition.
Support for the parliamentary agenda cartel model has been found in Brazil, Chile,
and Uruguay (Alemdn and Navia 2016; Amorim Neto et al. 2003; Chasquetti
2013), although not in Colombia (Carroll and Pachén 2016).

While many multiparty presidential systems rely on formal coalitions as a way
to secure legislative support, not all presidents do so. According to Calvo and
Sagarzazu (2016), 30 percent of governments in Latin America during the period
1980-2008 had legislatures led by the president’s party, which also had a plurality
of seats in the legislature. Conversely, 12 percent were led by an opposition party
with a plurality of seats. The remaining 58 percent of governments were led by
either single-party or coalition majorities. Thus, presidents may form majority coali-
tions, rely on their own party’s plurality of seats to form ad hoc legislative coalitions
(Calvo 2014; Kellam 2015), or work with opposition parties to secure legislative
support for their agenda, even without granting them cabinet representation
(Chaisty and Chernykh 2017).

Since 1997, Mexican presidents have either had plurality support in the legis-
lature (1997-2000, 20069, 2012-15) or have confronted legislatures led by a plu-
rality party from the opposition (2000-2006, 2009-12).! Given this long period
without single-party majorities, the lack of formal coalition formation in the Mexi-
can context is somewhat puzzling in comparative perspective. Other work finds that
durable coalitions are more likely when presidents lack strong, unilateral powers and
party discipline in the legislature is high, as is true in Mexico (Martinez-Gallardo
2012). Moreover, pre-electoral coalitions are common among the left and the PRI,
although the PAN, which controlled the presidency from 2000 to 2012, has been
somewhat less willing to form them.?

Yet legislative support coalitions in Mexico are fairly stable and predictable. We
argue, given the nature of presidential powers in Mexico, that presidents have
formed durable, informal coalitions to advance their agendas. The Mexican presi-
dency has few formal legislative powers granted to it by the constitution compared
to other Latin American executives (Casar 2016). It lacks any form of emergency
decree, though it has, since 2012, acquired the power of urgency motions. While
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presidents can introduce and veto legislative proposals, their only exclusive proposal
power is over the budget. However, the president’s right to present amendatory
observations can act as an important instrument for influencing the final shape of
legislation (Alemdn and Tsebelis 2016a).

Although the loss of single-party majorities in the Mexican Chamber of
Deputies in 1997 led to a decline in the number of executive-sponsored proposals,
most of the proposals that were submitted did pass, albeit with many amendments
(Casar 2016; Kerevel and Barcena Judrez 2017). Once Mexican presidents intro-
duce a bill, there are few actions they can take to move the bill through the legisla-
tive process without support from gatekeepers in the legislature. Therefore, the pres-
ident must negotiate legislative support coalitions in order to move legislation
through the committee stage and negotiate with party leaders in prefloor institutions
to schedule a vote on the floor. While urgency motions since 2012 grant more
power to the president to force a vote on executive-sponsored bills within 30 days,
presidents can exercise this power on only two bills per session (four per year), and
this power does not apply to constitutional amendments.

Furthermore, party discipline is exceptionally high in the Mexican Congress
(Casar 2016; Jiménez Badillo 2006; Kerevel 2010; Rosas and Langston 2011), which
suggests that presidents must negotiate with party leaders to build support coalitions
rather than attempt to build ad hoc coalitions with individual deputies across multi-
ple parties (Rodriguez Carrillo and Santacruz Ferndndez 2016). Since Mexican pres-
idents have not formed formal coalitions with cabinet representation, the president’s
legislative agenda is likely to be subject to approval by the median party in the cham-
ber (Cox and McCubbins 2005; Chandler et al. 2006; Cox et al. 2008).

While there has been some debate in Mexico about moving to a more formal
method of organizing governing coalitions in which coalition partners gain cabinet
positions, a former PRI senator suggests that the informal coalitions have worked well.

Until now we have been able to govern well with issue-based coalitions. Just imag-
ine how complicated it would be to hand the Greens [PVEM] one or two min-
istries. Policy programs would end up being mixtures of what the Greens wanted
with what the government considered as priority. . . . [TThe most feasible is that
we keep working with tailor-made alliances only in those subjects that the presi-
dent deems necessary. (Toledo Infanzén 2014)

Under PAN governments from 2000 to 2012, the president’s party formed a
stable legislative alliance with the PRI to support presidential bills. In an interview,
a legislative liaison (enlace legislativo) in Felipe Calderén’s administration suggested
that the informal alliance with the PRI to pass presidential bills was not just because
the PRI was often the largest party in the Chamber.

Even though PRD had a bigger caucus [in the 60th Legislature] during the
Calderén administration, the PAN constantly sought out the PRI as a strategic ally.
... This situation also helped the PRI a lot, since they won concessions in agricul-
ture, housing, and social development that were not what the PAN wanted. In
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return for their support, priista deputies were free to suggest changes in committees
to executive proposals, and if the legal chief of staff endorsed them, these reforms
would stay just as the PRI had introduced them. (Legislative Liaison 2018)

In addition, the same interviewee suggested that the PRI was a more reliable coali-
tion partner for the PAN, due to the party’s stronger discipline.

When PAN was in government, we had the order [from the highest ranks] to con-
sider the positions of the PRI in every negotiation. What made us see them always
as possible allies was not only the number of legislators they held, which was less
than PRD, but the fact that the PRI [caucus] was well controlled by [Emilio]

Gamboa as caucus leader, and he was our channel for communicating with the
whole PRI caucus. (Legislative Liaison 2018)

Previous work also suggests that it is easier for presidents to negotiate support
coalitions with cohesive parties, since fewer individuals are involved in the negotia-
tions (Rodriguez Carrillo and Santacruz Ferndndez 2016).

During the Enrique Pefia Nieto (PRI) presidency, while the PRI was able to
form minimal winning coalitions with the Green Party (PVEM) and the New
Alliance Party (PANAL), the executive’s major structural reforms required a stable
support coalition with one of the major parties in order to pass constitutional
reforms. A legislative staffer suggests the PRI considered the PAN its primary coali-
tion partner in the legislature, although it did eventually form a broader coalition
that also included the PRD.

I can tell you that the major reforms during Pefia’s administration were arranged
even before he took office, probably from when he was appointed as a candidate.
From then on, PAN was in the center of the PRI coalition-building plan. They
were seen as the principal ally of the government, even before they knew how the
elections would turn out. Pena and his [transition] team planned on negotiating
first with PAN. This, in turn, would attract the interest of the PRD. And that’s
how it was during the transition, PRD leaders did not want to be left out, and so
they joined the pact [Pact for Mexico]. (Legislative Liaison 2018)

We assume here that most of the policy space in the Mexican Chamber is organ-
ized around a single ideological dimension, and political parties can be located from
left to right on this dimension (Colomer 2005; Nacif 2006). While other works have
identified several other dimensions in Mexican roll call voting (Cantt and Desposato
2012), most of the variation in roll call voting can be explained by a single dimension,
which analysts suggest corresponds to the traditional left-right ideology (Robles Peiro
2009). In addition, there is no clear consensus surrounding the nature of additional
dimensions in legislative voting and whether or not they are stable across legislatures
(Cantti and Desposato 2012; Roble Peiro 2009). In the online appendix, we justify
the organization of Mexican parties along the left-right dimension.

When the president’s party is the median party, meaning that it contains the
median legislator, it is likely to create ad hoc legislative coalitions with parties on
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either side of the ideological divide, depending on the status quo position of a given
policy. However, even absent any agenda-setting power, the president’s party is very
unlikely to be rolled on any initiative, given that it occupies the median and that
parties to the left or right of the median have difficulty forming majority coalitions
without the support of the president’s party. Therefore, the first hypothesis of this
study is

H1. The median party will seldom be rolled on roll call votes.

In contrast, when the president’s party does not hold a majority of seats and is
located on one extreme of the left-right dimension, the optimal strategy for the pres-
ident is to form a support coalition with the median party to advance the agenda.
Therefore, for presidential initiatives, we expect that presidential parties and their
informal coalition partners will rarely be defeated in floor vortes if presidents success-
fully negotiate legislative support coalitions along this single dimension, whether or
not the president’s party contains the median legislator.

H2. Presidential parties will rarely be rolled on presidential initiatives.

While presidents may grant significant concessions to other parties in order to
secure legislative support for their initiatives, they are unlikely to expend resources
to maintain this coalition for all legislative business. Presidents still possess veto
power to block legislation they oppose, while opposition parties have strong elec-
toral incentives to use their position in the legislature to advance their own policy
agenda to distinguish themselves from the current government. For example, former
PRI senator Adolfo Toledo suggests that PRI legislators under PAN governments
used their own legislative powers to criticize the PAN government, despite informal
coalitions these two parties made to support presidential initiatives.

During those legislative terms [2006-2012], the party [PRI] encouraged legislators
to be critical of the [PAN] government through our bills. Despite sounding con-
tradictory, these critical bills would open channels of negotiation with the govern-
ment. We were freely allowed to legislate as a way to show the government we
could draft better reform projects than the president, or to demonstrate that their
reforms did not consider very important aspects. (Toledo Infanzén 2014)

Thus the president’s party may not always be able to prevent legislation it
opposes from reaching the floor. Importantly, when presidential parties do not
include the median legislator, we expect the president’s party to be defeated occa-
sionally on floor votes on proposals originating in the legislature, in contrast to exec-
utive-sponsored initiatives.

H3. On initiatives originating in the legislative branch, the presidential party will
Sfrequently be rolled when it does not include the median legislator.
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THE LEGISLATIVE PROCESS
AND AGENDA SETTING

Mexican deputies have ample power to propose as much legislation as they wish on
any issue, the only restriction being the annual budget, which is the exclusive
purview of the executive. Deputies may present bills as unique authors, with other
lawmakers endorsing the bill, or as a group (such as the whole caucus, some mem-
bers of the caucus, as a whole committee, as certain members of the committee, as
members of different caucuses, or as members from the same state). More details of
the legislative process are included in the appendix. Here, we focus on the key actors
that help shape the agenda during the legislative process.

Similar to Argentina, but unlike the United States, the Mexican Congress pos-
sesses strong prefloor institutions that shape the legislative agenda (Calvo 2014; Cox
and McCubbins 2005). The primary agenda-setting institutions in the Chamber of
Deputies are the Mesa Directiva (MD, or Chamber Directorate) and the Junta de
Coordinacién Politica (JCP, or Party Leadership Committee), although the JCP is
the more powerful of the two bodies. The MD is in charge of running general leg-
islative business, organizing the agenda of plenary sessions, and scheduling votes and
who gets to speak on the floor. The MD is made up of one president, three vice pres-
idents, and the secretaries of each political party. Representatives on the MD are
elected annually by a two-thirds majority, and the presidency of the MD rotates
annually among the three largest parliamentary parties. After bills are drafted, the
MD determines whether a bill meets the technical requirements as determined by
internal rules, and if these requirements are met, then the MD must submit the bill
to a committee for review.

The JCP is made up of the caucus leader (coordinador parlamentario) from each
political party with at least five seats in the Chamber of Deputies, and leadership of
the JCP rotates between the three largest parties when there is no majority party.
Decisionmaking in the JCP is weighted by each party’s seat share in the Chamber,
giving greater power to the largest party. The JCP’s powers are fairly extensive. They
include the power to name the chairs and vice chairs of each committee and also the
power to remove members of committees temporarily or permanently. The JCP also
proposes the legislative budget for the year and has the authority to dispense human,
material, and financial resources to each party, as well as to individual legislators
(Reveles Vidzquez 2002, 184-86). The national party organizations generally influ-
ence the nomination of caucus leaders.

At the beginning of each legislative term, caucus leaders represented in the JCP
negotiate which parties will chair which committees. In practice, the two largest par-
ties, PRI and PAN during the terms studied here, reserve for themselves the most
important committees, which produce much of the legislation eventually adopted
on the floor of the Chamber. In addition, members of the JCP, along with the pres-
ident of the MD, form the Conferencia para la Direccién y Programacién de los Tra-
bajos Legislativos (Conference on Control and Scheduling of Legislative Business),
which is in charge of scheduling the plenary agenda (Mora-Donatto 2009). Deci-
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sionmaking in the conference grants greater power to the largest party, as each
member has a weighted vote based on their party’s seat share in the Chamber. Thus,
as in Argentina (Calvo 2014), leaders of the plurality party not only have significant
influence over which committees they will chair; they also have significant influence
in a separate institution in charge of scheduling bills that come out of committees
before reaching the floor.

While the committee system in the Chamber of Deputies is somewhat weak,
committees also play an important role in setting the agenda. Formally, all bills must
pass through a committee before coming to the floor, and committee chairs have the
power to set the agenda of committee meetings and prevent proposed legislation
from being discussed in committee. When a bill is under review by a committee, the
committee can modify, delete, or add content to a bill or even mix content from dif-
ferent bills when conducting its review. Its agenda power is institutionally granted,
as every bill must receive a committee review before it can be scheduled for discus-
sion on the Chamber floor.

However, committees are required to reflect the proportional distribution of
seats in the entire Chamber as long as no party holds a majority, which means mul-
tiparty coalitions are necessary to pass a committee report before a bill can reach the
floor. Moreover, it is generally not the case that each party uses its control of com-
mittees it chairs to block legislation from other parties. Existing evidence suggests
that legislation sponsored by each party has a similar probability of making it out of
committee, regardless of which party chairs the committee (Bdez Carlos 2009). Nev-
ertheless, the JCP can force a bill out of committee if it so desires, and has strong
powers to shape which bills make it out of committee (Casar 2016; Rivera Sinchez
2004). Occasionally bills may bypass the committee process if supported by a two-
thirds majority on the floor, although these instances are rare and generally limited
to legislation that has previously passed in the Senate.

Given the strong powers of the MD and the JCP to shape the agenda, as well
as the proportional allocation of seats on committees and among committee chairs,
one should not expect legislation to reach the floor to be defeated. Instead, one
should expect a high degree of consensus in floor votes and in the legislation permit-
ted to reach the floor, as previous studies have argued (Calvo 2014; Casar 2016).
From 1998 to 2015, only 20 bills were defeated on the floor, and 8 of these bills
came from the first legislature without a majority party (57th Legislature, 1997—
2000), providing some initial suggestive evidence that the MD and JCP, along with
committee chairs, do a good job of allowing to reach the floor only legislation that
will pass.

Table 1 presents the partisan breakdown of legislation voted on the Chamber
floor, as well as the institutional origins of the original sponsors of this legislation.?
More than half of all bills were individually sponsored by one of the three major par-
ties, with the PRI and PAN making up the largest contributors.* The minor parties
also appear to be increasingly successful over time at promoting legislation on the
floor, which is partly a reflection of the growing presence of small parties in the
Chamber (see table 2). Among the small parties, the PVEM was the largest contrib-
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Table 1. Who Contributes to the Legislative Agenda?
(percent)

Legislature

LVII  LVII LIX LX LXI LXII
1998— 2000- 2003— 2006— 2009- 2012—
2000 2003 2006 2009 2012 2015

Partisan origin

PRI 36 13 30 15 22 38
PRD 8 6 10 9 9 7
PAN 11 45 24 34 29 17
Minor parties 5 6 13 9 15 18
2-major party coalition 15 13 10 14 9 7
3-major party coalition 26 18 12 19 16 13
Unknown 0.0 0.5 1 0.6 0.4 0.0
Institutional origin

President 26 26 7 12 8 12
Deputy 56 50 64 58 65 62
Senator 6 9 17 19 21 22
State legislature 2 0.5 0.2 0.6 0.0 0.4
Cross-institutional collaboration 11 14 11 10 6 4
N 131 215 516 363 504 530

Note: PRI, PAN, and PRD entries also include a small number of bills supported by one of the
major parties and one or more minor parties. The minor parties entry sums all bills supported by
individual minor parties. There are no bills supported by minor party coalitions, but major party
coalition bills include bills supported by minor parties. Cross-institutional collaboration bills
include committee reports made up of initiatives from at least two of the following: president,
deputy, senator, state legislature.

utor of minor party initiatives across all terms, while the PT generally contributed
very little legislation to the agenda.

Given the lack of partisan majorities in the Chamber, there were also a large
number of bills supported by multiple major parties. Committee reports supported
by major party coalitions included not only bills originally drafted by a multiparty
coalition but also the generation of compromise legislation drawing on individual
bills sponsored by each party. In the 57th legislature, a high of 41 percent of all
committee reports were generated by at least two of the major parties, although
since 2000, roughly 20 to 33 percent of all committee reports reflect compromise
legislation across at least two of the major parties. Among the two major party coali-
tion committee reports, most of these bills represent compromise legislation created
by PAN and PRI In sum, all parties in the Chamber influence the agenda and can
successfully pass certain proposals.

However, given the lack of single-party majorities, the possibility still exists in
plurality-led legislatures for conflict on the floor. Gatekeepers may successfully pre-
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vent legislation they oppose from reaching the floor but may not be able to prevent
amendments to that legislation. While bills are rarely defeated on the floor in the
Chamber, there is still substantial conflict in floor voting over amendments to pro-
posed legislation. Out of the 793 amendments subjected to recorded votes on the
floor, 21 percent were rejected.’

'The particular nature of floor agenda-setting institutions in the Mexican Cham-
ber gives substantial power to the median party to prevent amendments to legislation
it opposes. Unlike many other legislatures, there is no final vote on a bill after a vote
on an amendment. A general vote is held first on the entire bill (ez lo general), and
then a series of amendment votes (en lo particular) on reserved articles are held
sequentially following the general vote (Weldon 2002). Amendment votes are held
only if the bill was approved during the general vote. In practice, this means that each
vote on an amendment functions similarly to a final passage vote on the entire bill.

While agenda setters may use the MD and JCP to restrict legislation from
reaching the floor, all deputies have the right to present amendments in writing to
be discussed and voted on the floor. Thus, while the president and presidential party
are unlikely to be rolled on executive-sponsored bills, the president’s party may not
always be able to prevent unwanted floor amendments to presidential initiatives.
Instead, assuming a single left-right dimension, the party that includes the median
legislator is likely to prevail on nearly all amendment (en lo particular) votes. When
the president’s party does not include the median legislator, it may occasionally be
defeated on amendment votes to executive initiatives by a majority coalition of the
opposition.

H4. On amendment votes, the presidential party will frequently be rolled when ir
does not include the median legislator.

DATA, RESEARCH DESIGN,
METHODOLOGY

To test each hypothesis, we gathered all recorded roll call votes from the Mexican
Chamber of Deputies from 1998 to 2015, from the Chamber of Deputies website.®
The roll call votes cover six legislative terms, although there is only partial coverage
of the 57th Legislature (1997-2000), since electronic roll call voting was not
adopted until the middle of the term. These terms cover four separate presidents:
Ernesto Zedillo (PRI, 1994-2000), Vicente Fox (PAN, 2000-20006), Felipe
Calderén (PAN, 2006-12), and Enrique Pefa Nieto (PRI, 2012-18). Table 2 pres-
ents the number of recorded roll calls per term and the percentage of seats held by
each party, along with the party identification of the plurality, median, and presi-
dential parties in the Chamber of Deputies.

Nearly all substantive legislation is subject to a roll call vote in the Chamber of
Deputies, and previous research on the few votes not recorded in the roll call record
suggest few differences between recorded and nonrecorded votes (Cantt et al.
2014). Roll call votes on legislation are votes on committee reports (dictdmenes),
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Table 2. Percentage of Seats in Mexican Chamber of Deputies

Legislature
LVII LVIII LIX LX LXI LXII
1998—  2000- 2003-— 2006- 2009- 2012—
2000 2003 2006 2009 2012 2015

PRI 47.8 42.2 448 20.6 48.0 42.8
PAN 23.6 41.4 30.2 41.2 28.4 22.8
PRD 24.6 10.2 19.4 25.4 13.2 20.0
PVEM 1.4 3.2 3.4 3.8 4.6 5.4
PT 2.6 1.6 1.2 3.2 2.8 2.2
CONV/MC 0.4 1.0 3.2 1.2 2.4
PANAL 1.8 1.8 2.0
MORENA 2.4
PSN 0.6

PAS 0.4

PASC 0.8

Plurality party PRI PRI PRI PAN PRI PRI
Median party PRI PRI PRI PRI PRI PRI
President’s party PRI PAN PAN PAN PAN PRI
Number of roll call votes 239 318 705 465 649 726

Source: Sistema de Informacién Legislativa, Secretarfa de Gobernacién

which may include a variable number of individual bills. Committees may draw on
several different initiatives to produce draft legislation, which is then reported to the
floor for a vote. From these committee reports, we collected information on the
institutional origin of the sponsor or sponsors of each piece of legislation that was
drawn on in the committee report, as well as the sponsors’ party identification.
These data allow us to determine the relative weight of the president versus legisla-
tors in shaping the bulk of the legislative agenda, as well as the overall partisan ori-
gins of the legislation voted on, which can be seen above in table 1.7

While these data are useful for understanding relative partisan and institutional
contributions toward shaping the legislative agenda, they are imperfect, since they
do not capture the extent to which originally sponsored bills were altered during
committee deliberations. Moreover, one should not always expect a party that con-
tributed to the initial legislation to support it on the floor, given the real possibility
that the legislation has been altered in committee.

Rolls, generated from roll call votes, provide our measure of partisan support
for the legislative agenda (Cox and McCubbins 2005; Jenkins and Monroe 2016;
Robinson 2015). A roll occurs when the majority of a party votes in opposition to
a measure that passes in spite of that opposition. Thus, if a majority of a party’s leg-
islators voted against a bill that passes, that party has been rolled. Rolls are a better
indicator of which party supports a bill than identifying the original sponsor, since
it is very difficult to measure how much a proposal was altered in committee and
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who supported the alterations. Rolls are also a measure of negative agenda control
and an appropriate indicator when one expects much of the agenda-setting process
to happen in prefloor institutions (Jenkins and Monroe 2016).

We identified each time a party was rolled for each legislative term from all
votes that passed. We excluded from the denominator proposals that did not pass.®
From a theoretical standpoint, it is unclear what failure to pass signals about nega-
tive agenda control if most agenda setting happens before bills reach the floor (Jenk-
ins and Monroe 2016). In practice, we excluded very few votes, since very few bills
make it to the floor and do not pass, as mentioned above.’

In contrast to many studies of rolls where only final passage votes are used (Cox
and McCubbins 2005; Chandler et al. 2006), we used all recorded roll call votes,
due to differences in the order in which votes are taken in the Mexican Chamber of
Deputies. Unlike the US Congress but similar to Chile (Alemdn and Navia 2016),
when a bill is considered on the floor in the Chamber, it is first voted on as a whole
(en lo general), and then scheduled amendments (en lo particular) are voted on after
a bill has been approved. As described above, there is no final vote on the bill after
amendments have been defeated or approved; therefore each vote on an amendment
is a vote between the new status quo and the proposed change.

To test our hypotheses, we constructed a dataset in which the party vote is the
unit of analysis. The dependent variable identifies whether or not a party has been
rolled on a given vote. This method allows us to generate the probability of a party
being rolled. Since traditional roll rates range from 0 to 1, the probability of being
rolled from our regressions produces a similar estimate, although with measures of
uncertainty that allow us to identify statistically significant differences between rel-
evant parties. Our independent variables are dichotomous indicators that identify
the median and presidential parties as identified in table 2. We use logistic regression
to test all our hypotheses; we include legislative term fixed effects and robust stan-
dard errors clustered by roll call vote.

To test hypotheses 1, 2, and 3, we identified whether or not the committee
report subject to a roll call vote included an initiative sponsored by the president.
We then ran separate models predicting rolls among presidential initiatives and leg-
islative initiatives. To test hypothesis 4 and account for differences in rolls on
amendments, we ran separate models predicting rolls on amendment votes (vora-
ciones en lo particular) for presidential and legislative initiatives.

In our analysis, the PRI is the median party in all terms from 1997 to 2015.
The location of the PRI, between the PAN on the right and the PRD on the left, is
supported by other work on the ideological placement of Mexican parties and survey
data on Mexican deputies (Casar 2016; Cantd and Desposato 2012; Diaz-Jiménez
and Vivero-Avila 2015; Klesner 2005; Paolino 2009). As we demonstrate in the
online appendix, in no term is the PAN, on the right, capable of forming a majority
coalition with other right-leaning and centrist parties without including the PRI.
The same is true among left parties. For a larger discussion of left-right ideological
placement of parties and the location of the median party in the Chamber of
Deputies, see the appendix.
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RESULTS

The first hypothesis suggests that when the president’s party occupies the median, it
will seldom be rolled, regardless of the type of initiative being considered. In table
3, models 1 and 2 demonstrate that the median party has about a 0.01 predicted
probability of being rolled on initiatives that originate in the executive or legislative
branches. There is also little difference in the probability of being rolled if the
median party is the president’s party or an opposition party, which suggests that par-
ties occupying the median are generally able to prevent legislation they oppose from
passing on the floor.

Hypothesis 2 suggests that when presidents do not occupy the median, they will
form informal coalitions with the median party to get their legislative proposals
passed, and thus one should rarely observe presidential or median parties being rolled
on presidential inidatives. In table 3, model 1, we find substantial support for
hypothesis 2. The probability of the party of the president or the median party getting
rolled on a presidential initiative is indistinguishable from zero, nor are there signifi-
cant differences in the probability of being rolled between presidential parties that do
not also occupy the median, or median parties that do not hold the presidency.

In practice, these results suggest that under right-leaning PAN governments,
PAN will align with the PRI, which occupies the median, in order to secure legisla-
tive support for presidential initiatives. Under PRI governments, we expect the PRI
to align with parties closer to it on the ideological spectrum to pass presidential ini-
tiatives, which may not necessarily include PAN.

For example, during the 1997-2000 term, the PRI was never rolled on President
Zedillo’s initiatives.'” There is no clear evidence that the PRI and President Zedillo
formed a durable coalition to secure legislative support for presidential bills, although
the PAN supported most of Zedillo’s initiatives. There are only a few exceptions. One
was a vote in 1999 on the revenue bill for the 2000 budget, in which PRI relied on
PRD support.!! The other exceptions were two votes in which PAN and PRD
attempted but failed to block Zedillo from leaving the country.!> Among legislative
initiatives, all parties experienced a relatively high number of rolls, with no clear evi-
dence that a single party or parties controlled the agenda during this term.'?

Only in the 59th Legislature (2003-6) was either PAN or PRI rolled on a small
number of presidential initiatives. The PAN, which occupied the presidency from
2000 to 2012, was never rolled on presidential initiatives from 2000 to 2003 and
2006 to 2012. The two votes on which the PRI was rolled in this term were the
result of divisions within the party. One vote was the result of a conflict throughout
Vicente Fox’s term in which the constitution required Congress to approve foreign
trips abroad by the president.'* While this vote was purely symbolic, the PRI was
divided, with 43 voting in favor of Fox’s leaving on a business trip and 107 voting
against. The only substantive vote on which the PRI was rolled was a fiscal reform
to the state-owned oil company, PEMEX, in which 67 PRI deputies voted in favor,
along with PAN and PRD, while 126 PRI deputies voted against.!® In contrast, the
PRI was able to defeat President Fox and the PAN on two votes. The first of these
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involved a substantially modified revenue bill submitted by Fox as part of the annual
budget process.'® The PAN voted against the 2004 revenue bill because of the mod-
ifications made by PRI and PRD. The second vote on which President Fox and
PAN were rolled was a review of executive branch compliance with the 2001
budget, of which Congress was highly critical.l”

During Pena Nieto’s presidency (2012—15), the PRI was able to form a stable
majority coalition with the centrist PVEM and PANAL. Neither PRI nor PVEM
was ever rolled on presidential initiatives, while PANAL was rolled on only 2 out of
68 presidential bills. While the PAN is ideologically closer to the PRI than to parties
on the left, the PAN was not a necessary coalition partner for Pefia Nieto, which is
evidenced by the higher number of rolls for the PAN during the 62nd Legislature.
If we distinguish between ordinary legislation and constitutional amendments
among Pena Nieto’s proposals, we see a minimum winning coalition between
PRI/PVEM/PANAL on ordinary legislation, while PRI/PAN was necessary on con-
stitutional amendments. For ordinary legislation, PAN was rolled on 5 out of 59
presidential bills, while on constitutional amendments, PAN was not rolled on any
of the 9 bills. Overall, the empirical evidence from the roll call record suggests that
presidents have formed stable, but informal, coalitions to pass their key initiatives.

Turning to hypothesis 3, we expect that the median party in the legislature will
rarely be rolled on proposals originating in the legislature, while the president’s party
is likely to experience more frequent rolls when it does not include the median leg-
islator. We test this hypothesis in models 2 and 3 of table 3, where model 2 includes
all legislative initiatives across all terms, while model 3 limits the analysis to the three
legislative terms in which the president’s party was not also the plurality party. The
results in table 3 provide substantial support for the third hypothesis. In model 3,
presidential parties that do not occupy the median have a 0.06 predicted probability
of being rolled on initiatives originating in the legislature. In contrast, the median
party has a less than 0.01 probability of being rolled on nonpresidential bills, a sta-
tistically significant difference. Other opposition parties have an even higher proba-
bility of being rolled, with a 0.08 predicted probability of being rolled on bills orig-
inating from the Chamber.

Thus far, our results suggest that the president’s party, even without a majority
of seats, is almost never rolled on legislation sponsored by the president. However,
the president’s party is more likely to be rolled on legislation sponsored by deputies
and senators, although even for these bills, the roll rate for the president’s party is
rather low. Thus, even in the case in which the president’s party does not include
the median legislator, the president’s party appears capable of preventing a large
number of bills it opposes from reaching the floor.

However, during the amendment process on the floor, the median party is largely
able to prevent amendments it opposes from passing. Hypothesis 4 suggests that pres-
idential parties will frequently be rolled on amendment votes when they do not
include the median legislator, which is what we find in models 4 and 5 of table 3. In
model 4, we find that presidential parties that do not include the median legislator
have a 0.05 probability of being rolled on amendments to presidential bills. While this
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probability is rather low, it is much higher compared to the less-than-0.01 probability
of being rolled on the initial legislation, before the amendment stage (see model 1),
and higher than the less-than-0.01 probability of being rolled on amendments to pres-
idential initiatives when the presidential party contains the median legislator.

For bills that originate in the legislature, as seen in model 5, presidential parties
that do not contain the median legislator have a 0.22 probability of being rolled. In
practice, these results suggest that when the PAN held the presidency, PAN presi-
dents were unlikely to be rolled on roll call votes for executive-sponsored bills,
although they were sometimes unable to prevent unwanted floor amendments to the
same legislation. When the PRI held the presidency, because it also included the
median legislator, the PRI was rarely ever rolled on floor amendments to executive-
sponsored bills and never rolled on amendments to legislative initiatives.

These estimates are consistent with the legislative record. For example, Presi-
dent Fox (PAN, 2000-20006) and his party were rolled on two votes on executive-
sponsored bills during the two legislative terms, while President Calderén (PAN,
2006-12) was never rolled on presidential legislation. However, both Fox and
Calderén each lost four roll call votes on floor amendments to presidential bills. In
contrast, President Pefia Nieto (PRI) and his party were not rolled on any presiden-
tial bills during the 2012—15 period, nor did they lose any roll call votes on amend-
ments to executive initiatives.

In sum, we find strong support for our hypotheses. Mexican presidents form
durable but informal coalitions to secure support for executive-sponsored bills from
parties close to them on the left-right dimension. However, these informal coalitions
are less likely to extend to legislative initiatives. For bills from legislators, the presi-
dent’s party does not have sufficient agenda-setting powers to prevent bills it
opposes from reaching the floor unless the party also includes the median deputy.
In addition, when presidential parties do not also occupy the median, they can occa-
sionally be rolled on the floor during the amendment stage. The legislative amend-
ment process provides opportunities for opposition coalitions to form that lead to
outcomes opposed by the president, especially when the president’s party does not
include the median legislator.

CONCLUSIONS

Previous research on legislative agenda setting in multiparty presidential systems has
not provided much attention to how presidents set the agenda in opposition-con-
trolled legislatures. The evidence from Mexico presented here suggests that agenda
setting in multiparty presidential systems is divided among multiple actors, but that
stable coalitions do form despite the lack of formal coalition cabinets. The president
and the president’s party are critical actors on executive initiatives regardless of the
party’s seat share or spatial location along the left-right dimension. However, presi-
dential parties must still rely on support from the median party to move presidential
bills toward passage. Agenda-setting power in the final bill amendment stage also
reverts to the median party on the floor.
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The findings presented here suggest that presidents have strategically formed
stable, informal policy coalitions in the Mexican Congress to further their agenda.
Given that in many of the terms studied here, presidential parties did not include
the median deputy, did not control a plurality of seats, and had to navigate commit-
tees where a majority of seats were controlled by the opposition, presidents’ success
in getting their legislative initiatives passed is surprising. Nevertheless, presidents
operating in this legislative environment probably would not have been successful
without the support of, and concessions to, the median party.

While our interviews suggest that legislative support for the president was
granted in exchange for policy concessions, other studies suggest that presidents
often use multiple tools to maintain legislative support. A growing literature focuses
on how presidents build majority support in multiparty legislatures through cabinet
seats, budgetary influence, and legislative leadership positions (e.g., Chaisty et al.
2014; Chaisty and Chernykh 2017; Hiroi and Renné 2014; Raile et al. 2011).
Some work also suggests that particularistic parties may provide legislative support
in exchange for patronage and pork (Kellam 2015). Given that the PRI is the least
programmatic of the major Mexican parties, future research should examine the
extent to which Mexican presidents manage their legislative support coalitions
through budget allocations.

Another avenue of future research should examine the potential electoral costs
of coalition formation in presidential systems. Studies of coalition formation in par-
liamentary democracies suggest that voters consider the legislative outcomes of votes
and that opposition parties may face electoral costs for supporting the government
(Austen-Smith and Banks 1988; Strem 1990). Other works suggest that the policy
compromises in coalitional bargaining may have electoral consequences and influ-
ence the development of the party system (Laver 1989). Existing work on coalitional
presidentialism has not yet examined how participation in presidential legislative
support coalitions affects future electoral performance and its impact on the party
system. In the Mexican case, one of the common criticisms from left parties was the
similarity between PRI and PAN, derisively referred to as “PRIAN.” While specu-
lative, the overwhelming defeat of PRI and PAN by the populist MORENA party
in the 2018 general elections suggests that the durable but informal PRI-PAN coali-
tion may have had electoral consequences (Casar 2018; So/ de México 2018).

NOTES

"The authors wish to thank Cassie M. Knott for her fundamental assistance in the research
and writing of this article, and the anonymous reviewers for their feedback. This paper also
benefited from comments received at the 2017 Southern Political Science Association meeting
and the 2017 Southeast Latin American Behavior Conference. Finally, we want to express our
gratitude to research assistant Oscar Medina for assisting in data collection.

1. While these data stop with 2015, the PRI held the presidency and a plurality of seats
in the 2015-18 term, and although MORENA did not win a majority of legislative seats in
2018 after winning the presidency, it quickly constructed a single-party majority through
party switching.
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2. PAN formed a pre-electoral coalition with the Green Party (PVEM) in 2000 but did
not form a coalition in 2006 or 2012. PAN did form a coalition with PRD and MC in 2018,
but it quickly dissolved after the election. The PRI did not form a pre-electoral coalition in
2000 but did with PVEM in 2006 and 2012, and with PVEM and PANAL in 2018. The
PRD aligned with PT, CONV, PSN, and PAS in 2000 and with PT and CONV/MC in
2006 and 2012.

3. These figures exclude all amendments, procedural votes, and other votes that were
not votes on legislation. In rare cases, it was not possible to identify who initially drafted the
legislation that influenced the committee report. Across six terms, we could not identify the
original author on ten bills voted on in the Chamber (i.e., 0.44 percent of the sample, exclud-
ing amendment and procedural votes). In most cases, these bills of unknown origin involved
legislation that had passed the Senate (and may have also previously passed in the Chamber).
The committee reports almost always include the history of the legislation, although some of
this history was not included in bills coming from the Senate to the Chamber. Attempts were
made to trace these reports back through Senate records and the Sistema de Informacion Leg-
islativa, and in most cases, the initial origin of the legislation was recovered. Bills that origi-
nated in the Senate before reaching the Chamber were attributed to their original authors
(i.e., executive bills that originated in the Senate were classified as presidential bills). In our
models we excluded these ten votes from analysis. Identifying the partisan origins of bills
coming from state legislatures is generally not possible. Altough almost no legislation from
state legislatures reaches the floor, we coded these bills as supported by all major parties. In
cases where state legislative initiatives were combined with other bills of a clear partisan
origin, we used only the partisan origin of the other bills included in the committee report.

4. Individual entries in table 1 for PRI, PAN, and PRD also include a small number of
committee reports that used legislation from one of the major parties and any number of
minor parties. These committee reports range from a low of 1 in the 57th and 58th legisla-
tures to a high of 22 in the 61st legislature.

5. Of the 3,102 roll call votes from 1998 to 2015, 202 votes did not reach the required
majority to pass. Out of the 202 votes, 167 were amendments, 20 were votes on legislation,
and 15 were procedural votes.

6. htep://www.diputados.gob.mx/

7. While the constitution provides the president the exclusive right to propose the
expenditure portion of the budget (presupuesto de egresos), that portion does not reach Con-
gress in the form of legislation. The budget legislation that is voted on is the creation of leg-
islators. Therefore we code votes on the budget as legislation that originates in the legislature,
although this decision has only a minor impact on our empirical results. The revenue bill (/ey
de ingresos) is coded as a presidential initiative. In the appendix, we present results in which
we code budget legislation as a presidential initiative.

8. Occasionally, the majority position of a party is to abstain, which complicates the
determination of whether or not a party was rolled. In the appendix, we discuss this issue fur-
ther and replicate our analysis excluding all votes in which one of the three major parties
abstained. In addition, not all roll call votes passed with a simple majority, since several votes
were on constitutional reforms, which require a two-thirds majority for passage. The analysis
accounts for roll call votes that required supermajorities to pass.

9. There were only two votes on measures that did not pass on which the PRI supported
the bill. In one instance, both PAN and PRI supported a constitutional reform of Article 71
that narrowly missed the required two-thirds support on June 20, 2008. The other measure
was a symbolic vote on establishing a commemorative coin on April 27, 2012.
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10. Results from the 1997-2000 term should be interpreted with caution, since roll call
votes were not recorded until halfway through the term.

11. De la Comisién de Hacienda y Crédito Publico, con proyecto de Ley de Ingresos
de la Federacién para el Ejercicio Fiscal 2000. December 14, 1999. The PAN was also divided
on this vote, with 27 voting yes and 84 voting no.

12. PRI won both of these votes, due to high numbers of absences and abstentions
among PRD and PAN. (1) De la Comisién de Relaciones Exteriores, con proyecto de decreto
que concede autorizacién al ciudadano Ernesto Zedillo Ponce de Leén, Presidente de los
Estados Unidos Mexicanos, para ausentarse del territorio nacional del 26 al 29 de abril de
1999, a efecto de que realice una visita de Estado a la Republica del Brasil. April 22, 1999.
(2) De la Comisién de Relaciones Exteriores, con proyecto de decreto que concede autoriza-
cién al ciudadano Ernesto Zedillo Ponce de Ledn, Presidente de los Estados Unidos Mexica-
nos, para ausentarse del territorio nacional los dias 5 y 6 de octubre de 1999, a efecto de que
realice una visita de trabajo a Canadd. September 28, 1999. http://gaceta.diputados.gob.mx

13. These results are consistent with existing interpretations of this legislative term. The
57th Legislature was the first legislative term in which the PRI lost its majority status in the
Chamber of Deputies, and it coincided with Mexico’s democratic transition. The power and
importance of Mexico’s Congress also first became apparent during this term (Jiménez
Badillo 2006; Nacif 2005, 2006; Ugalde 2000), suggesting a transitory period in which all
parties had to learn how to operate in a competitive, multiparty legislature for the first time.
While PAN-PRD legislative coalitions were extremely rare after 2000, during the 1997-2000
period a regime cleavage was more apparent, in addition to the traditional left-right dimen-
sion, which led the primary opposition parties to form alliances against the PRI on particular
initiatives. However, the PAN-PRD coalition created numerous problems for party leaders in
maintaining intraparty discipline, due to ideological disagreements (Jiménez Badillo 2006).
After 2000, all the evidence is consistent with the assumption that policy space in the Cham-
ber of Deputies can be characterized along a single left-right dimension.

14. De la Comisién de Relaciones Exteriores, con proyecto de decreto por el que se con-
cede autorizacién al ciudadano Vicente Fox Quesada, Presidente de los Estados Unidos Mexi-
canos, para ausentarse del territorio nacional del 2 al 4 de mayo de 2005, a efecto de que rea-
lice una visita de Estado a Bolivia y una visita de trabajo a Jamaica. April 27, 2005.

15. De las Comisiones Unidas de Hacienda y Crédito Puablico y de Energfa, con pro-
yecto de decreto que reforma diversas disposiciones del Capitulo XII, del Titulo Segundo, de
la Ley Federal de Derechos, en materia de régimen fiscal de Pemex. June 28, 2005.

16. De la Comisién de Hacienda y Crédito Publico, con proyecto de Ley de Ingresos
de la Federacién para el Ejercicio Fiscal de 2005. October 28, 2004. The PAN was also rolled
on the expenditure bill (presupuesto de egresos) in the same term, although we have coded this
as a legislative initiative (see n. 11). As a result of this conflict between the executive and the
legislature over the budget in 2004, President Fox vetoed the budget.

17. De la Comisién de Presupuesto y Cuenta Publica, con proyecto de decreto de la
Cuenta de la Hacienda Publica Federal del Ejercicio Fiscal de 2001. April 21, 2005.
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