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ROME: Italian Prime Minister Matteo Renzi yesterday rebuffed calls to quit after
one of his ministers resigned over allegations she tweaked the country’s 2015
budget to suit her businessman boyfriend. Economic Development Minister
Federica Guidi stepped down on Thursday, hours after it was announced that
her partner, Gianluca Gemelli, is under criminal investigation for abusing his
personal connection to the centre-left government in a suspected bid to help
his engineering company win contracts with French oil group Total.

At the centre of the scandal is a wiretap recording of Guidi telling her part-
ner that an amendment to the budget law streamlining the approval process
for new oilfields in southern Italy would be approved. Gemelli is suspected of
having lobbied for the amendment on behalf of Total, which is developing a
field at Tempa Rossa in the Basilicata region. “We should be able to put it to the
Senate tomorrow,” the minister is heard to say on the wiretap recording.

Commentators were unanimous in saying the remark had left Guidi, 46,
with no option but to quit while Renzi was widely reported to have been left
fuming over the damage the episode has done to his government’s image.
Speaking to Italian media in Washington, the premier said Guidi had not acted
illegally but that the appearance of impropriety had made it right that she had
gone. “I believe she made a mistake with this call,” Renzi said. “But something
has changed in Italy. In the past this would not have led to a resignation, now it
does.” Prosecutors suspect Gemelli had lobbied for the amendment in return
for his company being included in Total’s list of preferred bidders for contracts
at Tempa Rossa.

‘Monstrous Conflict of Interest’ 
Opposition leaders seized on Guidi’s resignation as fresh evidence that

Renzi’s administration was every bit as prone to sleaze as its predecessors. “It’s
the umpteenth monstrous conflict of interest for this government and the ulti-
mate responsibility lies with Renzi,” said Matteo Salvini, leader of the far-right
Northern League. Guidi’s resignation came almost exactly a year after then
transport minister Maurizio Lupi resigned after it emerged a businessman
embroiled in a major public works corruption scandal had given Lupi’s son a
Ä10,000 Rolex watch.

“This fossil of a government needs to call it a day,” the populist Five Star
movement said in a statement issued by its group in the Senate. Lawmakers
from the Italian Left (SI) and disaffected leftists who were formerly in Renzi’s
Democratic Party (PD) said the scandal represented a wider malaise caused by
the premier’s allegedly authoritarian style and preference for secret backroom
deals. “Guidi did the right thing by resigning but it does not put an end to the
questions raised by this investigation,” they said.

Berlusconi Slams Wiretaps 
The charges against Gemelli emerged from what was originally an investi-

gation into the illegal disposal of liquid waste from another oil extraction plant
in the mountainous southern region of Basilicata. Six employees of the Val
d’Agri centre were arrested on Thursday on suspicion of conspiring to disguise
toxic material as harmless waste and Italian energy group ENI has suspended
production at the 75,000-barrels-a-day facility.

Renzi will have been relieved Guidi went quickly. But he was left to count
the cost of a damaging blow to his attempts to portray himself and his govern-
ment as representing a break from cronyism and corruption. The 41-year-old
continues to enjoy good approval ratings and has won plaudits for pushing
through reforms of the labor market and Italy’s parliament in the two years
since he seized power in an internal party coup.

But he faces a potentially tricky test at local elections expected in June. The
ease with which prosecutors were able to tap the phone conversation of a gov-
ernment minister reflects the extensive powers enjoyed by Italian investigators
when they are probing suspected corruption. Partly a legacy of the country’s
long battle against various mafia groups, these powers are rarely contested
although one prominent politician did speak out yesterday. Former premier
Silvio Berlusconi, a convicted tax fraudster who is well acquainted with having
his phone tapped, described the treatment of Guidi as a “violation of democra-
cy”. — AFP 

BEIJING: Chinese Premier Li Keqiang (right) prepares to speak at the opening ceremony of the 4th Ministerial Conference of Istanbul Process of
Afghanistan as Afghan President Ashraf Ghani Ahmadzai applauds at the Diaoyutai State Guesthouse in Beijing yesterday. — AP
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Germany’s Cold
War-era FM

Genscher dies 
BERLIN: Germany’s longest-serving foreign min-
ister, Hans-Dietrich Genscher, whose tireless Cold
War diplomacy paved the way for his country’s
peaceful reunification, has died at age 89, his
office said yesterday. His marathon 1974-92
tenure as Germany’s chief diplomat broke
longevity records in Europe and spanned some of
the continent’s most dramatic moments, includ-
ing the 1989 fall of the Berlin Wall. Having fled
communist East Germany as a young man, the
trained lawyer and liberal politician became a
leading advocate for East-West dialogue, and a
champion of European unity.

Tributes quickly poured in after news that he
had died late Thursday of heart failure surround-
ed by his family. Chancellor Angela Merkel, who
grew up behind the Iron Curtain, praised the
“globally respected statesman” and recalled how
political milestones achieved in part by Genscher
“gave me and millions of others in East Germany
and eastern Europe hope for change”. 

When Genscher took office, Europe looked to
be forever divided into two nuclear-armed
camps, NATO and the Warsaw Pact. When he
stepped down, Germany was reunited and Soviet
communism had been consigned to history.
Genscher, who served in both centre-left and
conservative governments, had long rejected
demonizing the Soviet Union and argued early
that Mikhail Gorbachev’s reforms presented a his-
toric opportunity for detente.

Gorbachev yesterday praised Genscher as
“one of first Western politicians who called for
taking seriously” his reforms, saying that “when
the Cold War ended and the reunification of
Germany happened, his critics had to admit that
he was right”. Genscher negotiated Germany’s
1990 reunification and the withdrawal of Soviet
forces with his sceptical US and Russian counter-
parts, James Baker and Eduard Shevardnadze.
That agreement, said Merkel, “is his lasting
achievement and the culmination of his political
career”.

‘Symbol of Hope’ 
A watershed moment for Genscher was a

September 1989 speech at the West German
embassy in Prague, where the courtyard was
packed with thousands of East Germans desper-
ate to head west. Genscher spoke from the bal-
cony to announce a deal with the Czech commu-
nist government allowing them safe passage.
“We have come to you to tell you that today your
departure...” he said - but the rest of the sentence
was lost to history as it was drowned out by jubi-
lant cheers.

That joyful moment turned Genscher into “a
symbol of hope” in divided Germany, eastern
Europe and beyond, said European Commission
president Jean-Claude Juncker, adding that “it is
in part a tribute to his work that today we are a
European Union of 28” member states. Genscher
had not always received such praise. He often
exasperated US and British diplomats who
believed his mediator role weakened NATO and
its nuclear deterrence.—AFP

Boko Haram 
denies surrender 

in new video 
KANO, Nigeria: Boko Haram released a new video yesterday denying any
suggestion it might surrender, just over a week after shadowy leader
Abubakar Shekau appeared in a rare message looking dejected and frail.
Shekau, unseen on camera for more than a year, released an unverified
video late last month saying his time in charge of the Nigerian jihadist
group may be coming to an end.  If the video indeed depicts Shekau, he
appears thin and listless, delivering his message without his trademark
fiery rhetoric.  

It prompted speculation from the army that the Islamist group was on
the verge of collapse in the face of a sustained military counter-insur-
gency. However, in Friday’s message, Boko Haram maintained it was a
potent fighting force, with men holding AK-47s posing in front of Toyota
Hilux pick-up trucks and a lorry mounted with a military cannon. “You
should know that there is no truce, there is no negotiations, there is no sur-
render,” an unidentified masked man in camouflage said in a prepared
script in Hausa, the dominant language in the north, in the video posted
on YouTube. “This war between us will not stop.”

The video, of markedly better quality than Shekau’s and including
Arabic subtitles, featured nine masked Boko Haram fighters standing on
sandy ground in an undisclosed desert location. It is unclear if the masked
people in the video include the Boko Haram leader. Shekau was still the
head of the “West African wing”, said the masked speaker, likening Boko
Haram to the Islamist insurgencies in Iraq, Libya and Syria. 

In March 2015, Boko Haram pledged allegiance to the Islamic State
group, another deadly terror organization. But there were few signs that
Boko Haram - now styled as Islamic State in West Africa Province (ISWAP) -
has drawn benefits from the partnership. Since then Nigeria’s army has
won back swathes of territory from the militants, liberating thousands of
people who had been living under Boko Haram control.

The video appears to confirm collaboration between Boko Haram and
the Islamic State group, Africa security specialist Ryan Cummings told AFP.
“The production quality bears the hallmarks of the Islamic State’s media
wing,” Cummings said, explaining that it is expected that Shekau shun the
limelight. —AFP
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