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Presidential split personality: Jetsetter, homebody

Argentine President Mauricio Macri is a jetsetter and star of international forums.
Argentine President Mauricio Macri is a homebody, focused on domestic politics
and rebuilding Argentina’s economy. It all depends on the year.
In 2016, Mr. Macri was a boldfaced name at the World Economic Forum in Davos,
Switzerland, where his presence signaled a new era following 12 years of populist
rule by Argentina’s Kirchner family. In 2018, he was back in the Swiss mountains,
holding court in the “Casa Argentina” with Bill Gates and the CEOs of Cargill and
Coca Cola. “For decades, we have been isolated from the world,” Mr. Macri said
in Davos. “But we are now opening a new phase. We are in a position to play a
significant role on the international stage.”
At least every other year. In election years, Mr. Macri takes a different approach to
presidential travel. In advance of the 2017 midterms, for example, he skipped both
the UN General Assembly, in New York City, and Davos. Last month, the start of a
presidential election year, he was a no-show at the World Economic Forum.
That strategy makes sense in some ways. Mr. Macri is trying to demonstrate his
focus on domestic challenges – including a sputtering economy – while deepening
the country’s international reengagement. Though he argues that his foreign policy
will boost foreign investment – and helped Argentina secure an unprecedented $57
billion International Monetary Fund loan last year – foreign travel risks giving the
impression of a distracted head of state. (The popular Buenos Aires governor,
María Eugenia Vidal, has adopted a similar approach, swatting away a swarm of
international invitations, in part to downplay rumors she covets Mr. Macri’s job.)
Worse, as Mr. Macri tries to win over traditional working class and poor Peronist
voters, his globetrotting might reinforce his image as an unconnected oligarch
more comfortable among cosmopolitan crowds than in Argentina’s barrios
humildes.
Former President Cristina Fernández de Kirchner, however, did not appear to share
these concerns. She spoke at every UN General Assembly during her eight years in
office. (She never attended the World Economic Forum, where her anti-elitist
brand and protectionist policies would not have won over the crowd.) For his part,
Mr. Macri might be overstating the perils of presidential travel. The November
ArgentinaPulse survey – from the Wilson Center and Poliarquía – found that 60
percent of Argentines believe the country benefits from more active participation
in international affairs. Indeed, following the year-end Buenos Aires G-20, Mr.
Macri’s public approval began to rebound, despite a deepening recession.
Off the sidelines: Interior takes center stage

It is not unusual for Argentina’s presidents to emerge suddenly from the country’s
interior. President Carlos Menem (1989 to 1999) had been governor of the
sparsely populated La Rioja Province (population 333,642), and President Néstor
Kirchner (2003 to 2007) spent his previous 12 years as governor of Santa Cruz
(population 273,964) in Patagonia. (His associates were known as “penguinos.”) In
both cases, they started out as underdogs competing against Peronist counterparts
in Buenos Aires.
This year, the northwestern province of Salta (population 1,214,441) has produced
not one, but two candidates with their eyes on the Casa Rosada, 900 miles away.
Governor Juan Manuel Urtubey is in the running to be the Peronist candidate for
the presidency, competing against, among others, Sergio Massa. And a second
salteño, a Bolsonaro-impersonator and congressman, Alfredo Olmedo, is also
vying for the presidency.
Salta is better known for its empanadas, farms and tourist attractions than for its
role in national politics. Outside the capital city and Buenos Aires Province,
Argentina’s biggest political prizes are Córdoba, Santa Fe and Mendoza.) In
general, Porteño pundits often overlook the interior, focusing on political
developments in Buenos Aires. But given Argentina’s history of electing
geographic outsiders, it is worth paying attention as Salta shows unexpected signs
of political vigor.
As is often the case, there is political value in portraying oneself as close to salt-ofthe-earth, middle class rural communities – and to portray urban competitors as
out-of-touch elitists. In Argentina, this is true for all political parties. In remarks at
the Wilson Center on Tuesday, Mendoza’s Radical governor, Alfredo Cornejo,
suggested Mr. Macri should choose a running mate from the interior. That
phenomenon is an advantage for Mr. Urtubey, Salta’s best shot at taking the
presidency. Unlike Mr. Olmedo (who has competed with the incumbent for
governor), Mr. Urtubey is a moderate with potential national appeal. A former

member of Ms. Fernández de Kirchner’s leftist Frente Para la Victoria movement,
he has often supported Mr. Macri’s pro-business agenda and he is now a leading
figure among traditional Peronists.
It is not clear whether Mr. Urtubey can broaden his national profile in time for the
October election. In a January survey by Synopsis, only 3 percent of respondents
said they planned to vote for him, compared to 7 percent for Mr. Massa. As in
2015, when Mr. Macri outpaced Mr. Massa and former Buenos Aires Governor
Daniel Scioli, this year’s election is dominated by porteño candidates, including
Ms. Fernández de Kirchner. But stranger things have happened in Argentine
politics.
Can’t get enough of the Argentina Project?
The Argentina Project is looking for a research assistant to help manage our 2019
Argentine elections coverage. This research assistant will be responsible for
researching and generating content (e.g., analyses, infographics, charts, podcast
episodes, etc.) on Argentina’s 2019 presidential election. The research assistant
will also provide support for election-related op-eds and public events. Learn more
and apply
Tweet: Tweet
For more Argentina insights, and to keep up with Argentina Project events, follow
us on Twitter (@ArgentinaProj), where we also highlight our publications and
activities — such as our forum for Argentine presidential candidates, including our
upcoming conversation with José Luis Espert; and our February 12 discussion with
Mendoza Governor Alfredo Cornejo and business leaders — and announce
new podcast episodes.
Please donate here.
For additional benefits – including the Argentina Project Quarterly Briefing, and
invitations to special receptions – please contact us about corporate membership.
Invite a friend to your weekly asado, and tell a friend about ours.
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