
ROME: Italy’s premier-designate Giuseppe
Conte said yesterday his new coalition would lead
a “more united, inclusive” country after a deal was
struck which cuts the anti-immigrant far-right out
of power. The anti-establishment Five Star Move-
ment (M5S) and the centre-left Democratic Party
(PD), once bitter foes, agreed Wednesday to gov-
ern in coalition in order to stave off snap elections
in the eurozone’s third largest economy.

“We must transform this crisis into an oppor-
tunity,” Conte said, insisting that Italy would once
more become a key player in Europe after 14
months of a populist, anti-EU government. The
new government would create “a fairer, more
competitive, more united, more inclusive country”.
The soft-spoken former academic, who was cho-
sen as a compromise prime minister last year, was
handed a fresh mandate by the president and said
he would take a few days for political consulta-
tions to ensure a parliamentary majority. Milan’s
FTSE Mib was up 2.0 percent after his speech.

Conte said it was a “very delicate phase” for
debt-burdened Italy, citing an economic slow-
down in Europe and trade tensions between the
US and China. “We have to make up for lost time
so Italy can play the leading role (in Europe) that
a founding country deserves,” Conte said.

‘Get straight to work’ 
The crisis was triggered on August 8 when

popular far-right leader Matteo Salvini pulled his

far-right League party out of the governing coali-
tion with M5S, calling for fresh elections he thought
would make him premier. Mattarella has been rac-
ing to find a solution to the political turmoil, with
Italy under a huge debt mountain and pressured to
approve a budget in the coming months.

Without a new government at the reins it could
face an automatic rise in value-added tax that
would hit the poorest families the hardest and
could plunge the country into recession. M5S
chief Luigi Di Maio has said the deal with the PD
will have to be approved by his party’s members
in an online vote, which could take place by this
weekend. Conte said he would “immediately get
to work on a budget that will counteract the in-
crease in VAT, protect savers, and give a solid
perspective of growth and social development.” 

He said the new coalition’s priorities would in-
clude improving infrastructure, boosting renew-
able energies and fighting tax evasion — but
notably did not mention immigration, which has
been Salvini’s political obsession. “The agreement
means we won’t have an election in the autumn
and any budget confrontation with Brussels later
this year may be less fierce than last,” said Craig
Erlam, senior market analyst at OANDA. “The two
parties still very much have their differences and
it’s unlikely to be a harmonious relationship but it
will likely be a better match than the last,” he said.
Investors and markets have welcomed the likely
return to political stability in the eurozone’s third

largest economy, with Italy’s 10-year bond yield
falling to a record low Wednesday.

But analysts have warned the deal between
the M5S — which had sworn never to ally with
traditional parties — and the centre-left, which
has long loathed it, could quickly crumble. “Any
new government formed by these unlikely bed-
fellows has the potential to be a fairly short-lived
affair, given that the onus will now fall on a new

administration to implement new EU mandated
spending reductions of up to 23 billion euros this
autumn,” said Michael Hewson, chief market an-
alyst at CMC Markets UK. “These are not ex-
pected to be popular and likely to feed into the
populist narrative of Matteo Salvini,” he added.
Salvini said Wednesday his party was confident
it would win eventual new elections next year,
saying “we’re in no hurry”.  — AFP 
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‘We must transform this crisis into an opportunity’

Austria’s far right
eyes a comeback 
VIENNA: Austria’s far right, relatively unscathed by the so-
called “Ibiza-gate” scandal that brought down its government
in May, hopes for a second chance in national elections next
month. Former chancellor Sebastian Kurz’s conservative Peo-
ple’s Party (OeVP) could once again partner with the far-right
Freedom Party (FPOe), said analyst Thomas Hofer, in a re-run
of late 2017 when the two parties rose to power together on
an anti-immigration platform. “The conservatives are more cau-
tious today than they were in 2017 to renew an alliance with
the FPOe... But this possibility cannot be dismissed because
any other form of coalition would be unstable,” Hofer said.

Popular despite scandal 
The OeVP-FPOe partnership came crashing down in spec-

tacular fashion in May when hidden camera footage from 2017
showed then FPOe leader Heinz-Christian Strache appearing
to offer public contracts to a fake Russian backer in exchange
for campaign help. After the footage emerged, Strache re-
signed as vice chancellor and from all his other posts, the coali-
tion fell apart, Kurz was thrown out in a no-confidence vote
— the first-ever such successful vote in modern Austrian his-
tory — and fresh elections were set for September 29.

Despite the unprecedented chaos, both the OeVP and the
FPOe — founded after World War II by former Nazis — have
sustained their popularity, according to polls. The OeVP re-
mains the strongest party on 36 percent, while the FPOe
stands at 20 percent, six percentage points lower than in Oc-
tober 2017 but neck-and-neck with the Social Democrats, ac-
cording to a recent survey by the Unique Research institute
published in the weekly Profil magazine.

Strache has continued to defend himself from various cor-
ruption allegations on his Facebook page. The page counts al-
most 800,000 followers — far more than his party colleagues
and most other Austrian politicians — and its administration
was recently taken over by the FPOe. FPOe leaders have
sought to distance themselves from Strache, a heavyweight
who flirted with neo-Nazism in his youth and led the party for
14 years. His wife Philippa, however, is running for a parliament
seat on the party’s list.

Norbert Hofer, who replaced Strache as FPOe leader, has
openly said he wants another coalition with Kurz. “We extend a
sincere hand to the conservatives to continue the work begun
together to reform Austria,” Hofer, who ran for president in 2016
and narrowly lost to a green liberal politician, told reporters re-
cently. FPOe campaign billboards which have started to spring
up around the central European alpine country of 8.8 million
people proclaim the party wants to “renew the patriotic coali-
tion” that Hungarian nationalist Prime Minister Viktor Orban has
touted as a “model” for all of Europe.  

Party infighting? 
However, Kurz has made it a condition of any cooperation

that the FPOe’s former interior minister Herbert Kickl, another
heavyweight known for his incendiary rhetoric, not return to
government. That has put Hofer, who is also seen as an ideo-
logue but who has a softer public persona, in a tough spot and
fuelled rumors of party infighting.

One of the biggest controversies of Kickl’s tenure were
interior ministry raids on Austria’s domestic intelligence
agency BVT. Numerous documents were seized, raising fears
among Austria’s Western partners over possible leaks to
Moscow. The FPOe has a cooperation agreement with Pres-
ident Vladimir Putin’s United Russia party. In the Unique Re-
search survey, 60 percent deemed an OeVP-FPOe
partnership incapable of governing after having drawn
ridicule internationally with “Ibiza-gate”. —AFP 

ROME: Italy’s Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte (C-R) arrives to address the media following a meeting
with the Italian president, after he was given a mandate to form a new government yesterday at the
Quirinal presidential palace. — AFP 

Romania arrests 5 for
‘enslaving’ German teens
BUCHAREST: A German man and four others were arrested in Romania
for allegedly holding troubled German teenagers like slaves, officials said
yesterday. A judge ordered the five to be detained for 30 days, the Ger-
man’s lawyer Ioan Sas told AFP. The man, who founded a program for
adolescents with problems, is “accused of creating an organized criminal
group, human trafficking and sequestration”, he said. “There is no proof
against him,” Sas said, adding the centre continued to operate.

The man’s German wife and two others, who were also involved with
the program, have been placed under judicial control and will have to re-
port to police while investigations are on, prosecutors said. The “Projekt
Maramures”, financed by the German state, was licensed by Romania’s
labor ministry, according to investigators. A German foreign ministry
spokeswoman has said her country had not been aware of any problem
in the past 20 years. But Romanian prosecutors allege children aged 12
to 18 were detained in “slavery-like conditions”, forced to “do exhausting
physical labor”.

They were treated in “humiliating and degrading” ways on a farm and
in numerous households in the Maramures county village of Viseu de Sus.
The teens were beaten, deprived of food, not allowed to study or take
prescription medicines, had no contact with the outside world and were
targets of “harsh and brutal methods of so-called re-education”, they said.
Twenty children were in the centre when prosecutors searched it on
Tuesday, together with seven in other houses, according to the local child
protection agency. Four of the children are now in the care of social serv-
ices, waiting for their parents or legal guardian. “The others are still in the
centre, which continues to function normally,” Sas told AFP. Abuse alle-
gations surrounding the program have surfaced in Romanian media in the
past, but no action had been taken until now. — AFP 


