
Panama’s Presidential Elections:  
Five Factors That Will Affect the Contest

Panama  02  2019

Panama’s two-month presidential campaign kicks off 
March 4. New electoral rules, demographic changes, 
independent candidacies and increasingly popular 
discontent with party politics will mark this electoral 
contest. 

These will be some of the main issues to pay attention 
to during this period:

1. THE YOUTH’S INFLUENCE

Although the issue often eludes the political radar, 
in recent years Panama has experienced profound 
transformations in business, society and culture—
transformations directly fueled by its youth. 

In the different strata, a new generation of 
entrepreneurs is increasingly causing disruption 
in traditional businesses such as hospitality, 
alcoholic beverage production, wellness, retail sales, 
communications, among other sectors.

This same youth is also an advocate for social issues 
that, until very recently, were ignored (human rights, 
environment, LGBTI, corruption, etc.) and a protagonist 
for new forms of cultural expression that are gaining 
traction. 

It is a revolution that is better understood when we 
know that, according to the Comptroller General of the 
Republic, 52% (2.8 million people) of the total Panamanian 
population was born after 1989. And if we look at the 
figures of the Electoral Tribunal, almost 30% of people 
qualified to vote in the next elections are between 18 and 
30 years old. 

This scenario will have a profound impact on the May 
presidential elections, not just because these people are 
young, but also because of their nature. They are trend-
setters, they are media educated, they reject the concept 
of sales and they have a great capacity to redefine formal 
narratives. 

In addition, this young voter is naturally motivated by 
their present reality and their own perception of history. 
Therefore, traditional presidential campaign arguments 
(leaders and deeds of the past) will generate much less 
traction. 

In other words, creating a Youth Team is not going to be 
enough. Candidates will have to make a significant effort 
to genuinely incorporate, understand and reflect the 
ambitions and concerns of young Panamanians in their 
proposals.

Whichever candidate achieves this will undoubtedly be 
able to persuade a large group of voters… and possibly win.

2. ANTI-RE-ELECTION MOVEMENT

In a recent LLORENTE & CUENCA Panama 
study on social media conversations, the hashtag 
#NoalaRelección (#NoToReElection) was above 
any other political topic, including messages from 
presidential candidates and political parties. 
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candidates and political 
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discontent with political parties? 
What mobilization capacity will they 
have on Election Day? Will anyone 
be willing to negotiate alliances with 
parties?

4. THE NEW RULES

In 2017, a series of electoral norms 
was approved; their impact will be 
seen for the first time in the next 
elections. 

One of them is the limitation of 
private financing for presidential 
candidates to a total of $10 million. 
Another portion of the funding 

will come from the state. This will affect the volume 
of communication and mobilization of the different 
proposals (traditionally, in Panama, presidential 
campaigns spend several times more than the new limit). 

On the other hand, the publication of electoral polls 
has been strictly limited to a period of a month and a 
half, and it will not be possible to publish polls 20 days 
before the elections. In addition, electoral propaganda 
is restricted to two months. 

With less campaign time, these new rules primarily 
will benefit those candidates who have more brand 
recognition among the electorate. However, we live 
in a political and communication environment that is 
favorable to disruptive candidates.

5. FAKE NEWS AND POST-TRUTHS

This will be the first Panamanian election in which 
social media and mobile messaging programs will 
have a profound impact on the mechanics of the 
presidential campaign (in 2014, we witnessed the 
beginning of this phenomenon, now we will observe 
its full impact). 

In fact, the country’s data and communications 
infrastructure suggest a very significant impact: Internet 
penetration exceeds 70%, with 2.9 million regular users. 
On the other hand, there are currently more than 
7 million active mobile subscribers (almost two per 
person), from which 2.5 million have Internet access. 

As we can see, all the conditions are in place for 
information and communication technologies to have 
a significant impact on the presidential campaign. 
Who will win? Who will lose the virtual battle?

This element of opinion, driven 
by groups and people who feel 
unrepresented by political parties, 
is the most innovative aspect of 
Panamanian political discussion in 
recent years. 

On the one hand, the movement 
made more visible the dissatisfaction 
of citizens towards the 
representatives of the Republic. 
Since in Panama all political 
authorities are elected in a single 
simultaneous vote, discontent used 
to be centered solely on the president 
or candidates for presidency. But 
after years of corruption scandals, 
lack of transparency and questionable practices by 
representatives, the spotlight has shifted towards them 
and consequently towards the presidential candidates 
of their parties. 

This scenario will pose a serious challenge to the 
credibility of political party candidates’ messages 
towards that section of the electorate. To gain the 
trust of those dissatisfied and disappointed with the 
current political system, they will have to be able to 
demonstrate with facts that they will not become part 
of the problem.   

At the same time, it is the independent candidates, 
with the least at stake, who are best positioned to take 
advantage of the “No to Re-election” narrative; the 
ballot boxes will be a good way to determine whether 
they succeeded. 
 
3. THE INDEPENDENT FACTOR

Another important development in these elections 
will be independent presidential candidates. Although 
an independent presidential nomination was allowed 
as of the year 2014, it is now a feasible option in the 
minds of the Panamanian electorate. This takes on 
greater interest since, according to the Electoral 
Tribunal (TE), of the 2.7 million Panamanians eligible 
to vote, 1.4 million are independent, i.e., not affiliated 
to any party. This is the section of the electorate that 
traditionally tilts the balance in Panama toward a 
particular candidate. 

This brings forward some big questions and issues 
worth following up during the campaign: What impact 
will independent candidates have on the distribution 
of votes? Will they be able to capitalize on citizen 
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PANAMA’S PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS: CRITICAL DATA

Marco Ameglio

Ana Matilde Gómez 

Ricardo Lombana

INDEPENDENT 
CANDIDATES 

José Blandón  
Panameñista Party  
(Partido Panameñista)

Laurentino Cortizo  
Democratic Revolutionary 
Party (Partido 
Revolucionario Democrátic 
- PRD)

MATCH  
CANDIDATES

Rómulo Roux 
Democratic Change 
(Cambio Democrático - CD)

Saúl Méndez 
Broad Front for Democracy 
(Frente Amplio por la 
Democracia - FAD)

RELEVANT 
DATES

March 4 
Presidential campaign begins

May 2 
End of presidential campaign 
(communication, public 

May 3 
Last day for publication of 
opinion polls, 48 hours before 
voting 

May 5 
Voting 

Eligible to vote: 2 757 823  
(12 % more than in 2014)

VOTERS

Party Affiliates 
1 333 308

No affiliation 
1 424 515

Men 
1 385 076

Women 
1 372 747

AUTHORITIES TO 
CHOOSE FROM

1 722  
between principals and alternates 
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Developing Ideas by LLORENTE & CUENCA is a hub 
for ideas, analysis and trends. It is a product of the 
changing macroeconomic and social environment we 
live in, in which communication keeps moving forward 
at a fast pace. 

Developing Ideas is a combination of global 
partnerships and knowledge exchange that identifies, 
defines and communicates new information paradigms 
from an independent perspective. Developing Ideas 
is a constant flow of ideas, foreseeing new times for 
information and management.

Because reality is neither black nor white,  
Developing Ideas exists.

www.developing-ideas.com
www.uno-magazine.com

AMO is the leading global network of strategic and 
financial communications consultancies, with over  
940 professional consultants and offices in more than  
20 countries. 

The network brings together local market leaders with 
unrivalled knowledge of financial markets and cross-
border transactions in the key financial centers of 
Europe, Asia and the Americas. 

Providing sophisticated communications counsel for 
M&A and capital market transactions, media relations, 
investor relations and corporate crises, our member firms 
have established relationships with many S&P 500, FTSE 
100, DAX 30, SMI, CAC 40 and IBEX 35 companies.

www.amo-global.com
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https://twitter.com/manueldominguez?lang=es

