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PANAMA: Panama braces for national, local elections
As Panama's presidential race culminates with elections Sunday, a victory for the leading conservative candidate would buck left-leaning electoral trends in Latin America.

LELAND BAXTER-NEAL, Special to The Miami Herald
As Panamanians prepare to elect a new president Sunday, caravans of vehicles sponsored by the candidates blast political jingles and raucous music while wending their way
from neighborhoods of luxury high-rise apartments to poor sections of the city.
The country has been plastered with the faces, nicknames and slogans of the candidates in the national and local elections.
Now, as the presidential race culminates, only two real contenders remain: Supermarket magnate Ricardo Martinelli of the Democratic Change Party, a former head of the
Panama Canal Authority, and Housing Minister Balbina Herrera of ruling Revolutionary Democratic Party (PRD).
THE FAVORITE
Martinelli appears to have the broadest appeal in what is his second run for the presidency. According to a recent poll, he leads the race with 49 percent popular approval.
Campaigning on a promise of change despite years of record economic growth under the current PRD president, Martin Torrijos, Martinelli has maintained a double-digit lead
over Herrera since December.
Should Martinelli win, Panama would buck left-leaning electoral trends in Latin America by voting in the more conservative of the two business-friendly candidates.
"It's not really a shift to the right as much as a rejection of Balbina Herrera," said Heather Berkman, an analyst for the consulting firm Eurasia Group. "I think she was a
candidate with a lot of baggage, and her dirty laundry was aired out to the public during the primary."
ALLEGATIONS

Herrera has had to grapple with allegations she is supported by President Hugo Ch�vez of Venezuela and Cuban leader Fidel Castro, and has received financial help from
David Murcia, an accused swindler in Colombia. She has even been linked to the former military dictator. Gen. Manuel Noriega, who was toppled by the U.S. invasion 20
years ago.
Berkman said she believed a Martinelli presidency would provide no "big surprises in terms of the general direction where Panama is going,&quot; adding that Martinelli
"shares Torrijo's vision of attracting more business and improving infrastructure."
Panama has had one of Latin America's fastest growing economies under Torrijos, thanks in part to commerce through the Panama Canal and booming construction.
In five years in power, the Torrijos administration finished negotiations for a free-trade agreement with the United States -- now held up in the U.S. Congress over labor and tax
concerns -- and secured public support and partial funding for a $5.25 billion expansion of the canal to accommodate larger ships.
Though Torrijos enjoys an approval rating of 57 percent, according to a recent poll, his popularity has not rubbed off on Herrera who trails with just 33 percent of popular
support.
Former president Guillermo Endara -- whose annulled presidential victory in May 1989 led to the brief U.S. invasion and Noriega's overthrow and arrest -- is trailing in a distant
third with 3 percent.
Martinelli -- known as "El Loco" -- earned the nickname after a widely circulated e-mail claimed he suffers from bipolar disorder and takes medication.
Martinelli first denied the accusations, then supporters embraced the moniker with a campaign slogan: "We crazies are the majority."
The campaign has been mostly peaceful, though Herrera was struck in the face with a beer can at a rally in February and Martinelli said he was warned of plans to
assassinate him at his closing rally.
At the same time, there has been mudslinging and underhanded tactics.
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