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Jose Serra, Brazil's health minister, has moved a step closer to becoming the candidate for President Fernando Henrique Cardoso's social- democratic PSDB party in October's presidential election, after the party's other contenders dropped out of the race.

Tasso Jereissati, governor of the north-eastern Ceara state, yesterday suspended his candidacy in favour of Mr Serra, saying that internal strife was damaging the party's electoral prospects. Paulo Renato de Sousa, the education minister, withdrew last week.

The announcements could pave the way for Mr Serra to move up in the opinion polls, where he had been placed a distant fifth.

"Without a doubt, it improves Mr Serra's prospects," said Murillo de Aragao, head of Arko Advice, a political consultancy in Brasilia. "He played a better game of positioning himself."

The PSDB has come under pressure to select its candidate in recent weeks, after the surprise emergence in the polls of Roseana Sarney of the centre-right Liberal Front (PFL), one of the four parties in the governing alliance. Ms Sarney is governor of the north-eastern Maranhao state.

According to a survey released last week by the Sensus polling firm, Ms Sarney, daughter of former president Jose Sarney, still trails the long-standing frontrunner, Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva of the leftist workers party (PT), but would beat him in a run-off election.

While financial markets saw the poll as a welcome sign that Mr Lula was not invincible, it also heightened the prospects of a prolonged dispute between the PSDB and PFL, splitting the vote among pro-government voters and heightening uncertainty until the end of the campaign. Both parties are eventually expected to join forces in a second run-off election.

The PFL had originally launched Ms Sarney's pre-election campaign in hopes of winning a bargaining chip to negotiate government posts with the PSDB. But after a massive television campaign and her subsequent rise in the polls, Ms Sarney appears determined to run for the presidency.

Even though Mr Serra is close to Mr Cardoso, the business community questions his support for stronger government intervention. However, the PSDB leadership, including Mr Cardoso, judged Mr Serra to have a higher nationwide visibility than Mr Jereissati, partly because of an effective information campaign in recent years.
Yet analysts say the presidential race is still wide open.

Based on previous polls, nearly half of the Brazilian electorate does not decide on a candidate until three months before the election.

Even Mr Jereissati could be back in the race if Mr Serra failed to rise in the polls, said David Fleischer, a political analyst in Brasilia.
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