
What’s next for
Italy after PM 
Conte’s resignation?
ROME: Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte’s resigna-
tion has triggered what Italians call a government
crisis “in the dark”-meaning it has no obvious
solution. Italian politics is yet again entering
uncharted waters, but this time in the middle of a
coronavirus pandemic that has killed more than
85,000 people and sparked a devastating reces-
sion. Here are some of the possible ways out of
the impasse.

Conte III 
The crisis was triggered two weeks ago by ex-

premier Matteo Renzi’s decision to quit the ruling
center-left coalition, depriving Conte of a solid par-
liamentary majority.  Conte is now expected to seek
from President Sergio Mattarella another mandate to
lead what would be his third consecutive government
since the 2018 general elections. To succeed, he
would need to bring Renzi’s Italia Viva party back on
board, along with the populist Five Star Movement
(M5S) and the center-left Democratic Party (PD) —
Conte’s main backers.

The PD has called for a new Conte government
with a “wide parliamentary basis”, code for enlarg-
ing the coalition to include centrists currently in the

opposition. The idea is that this would curtail Renzi’s
veto powers within the coalition. But it is unclear
whether enough lawmakers are willing to make the
jump.

Conte sacrificed 
Renzi, who played a key role in the formation of

Conte’s second government in 2019, has long made
clear he no longer has confidence in the outgoing
premier. He may demand the appointment of a new
leader as the price of his return within the govern-
ment coalition. So far, Renzi has been biding his
time.   Italian media suggest that a PD heavyweight,
such as Culture Minister Dario Franceschini, or for-
mer M5S leader Luigi Di Maio could be offered the
prime minister’s job.  Another possibility is naming
an independent as premier, to prevent rows
between the PD and M5S. According to the leftist
La Repubblica daily, Conte could serve as a minister
in such a cabinet. 

Technocrats in charge 
If the outgoing ruling coalition cannot be glued

back together, Mattarella will likely ask a non-parti-
san figure to form a so-called national unity govern-
ment. Centrist backbenchers and ex-premier Silvio
Berlusconi’s centre-right Forza Italia party might
back it, while far-right opposition leaders Matteo
Salvini and Giorgia Meloni are unlikely to.

Such a government would be expected to pull
Italy through the worst of the COVID-19 pandemic
and finalize the country’s application for European
Union recovery funds, due by late April.  Italy is eli-
gible for some 220 billion euros ($267 billion) in

loans and grants from Brussels, a massive cash
boost crucial to its future prospects. 

New elections 
The current parliamentary term ends in March

2023, but Mattarella can call snap elections if the
political crisis proves intractable-except during a
six-month window starting from July. Under the
constitution, parliament cannot be dissolved in the
last six months of a sitting president’s term, and
Mattarella’s seven-year mandate ends in January
2022. Current opinion polls suggest general elec-
tions would hand victory to a right-wing opposition
bloc including Salvini’s League, Meloni’s Brothers of
Italy and Berlusconi’s Forza Italia. — AFP

France aims to shut
down far-right
anti-immigrant group
PARIS: French authorities are looking at shutting
down a far-right extremist group that has staged sev-
eral attempts to forcibly block migrants from entering
the country by crossing the Alps or the Pyrenees
mountains, Interior Minister Gerald Darmanin said
yesterday. Darmanin, who has also led a recent crack-
down on extremist Muslim organizations, said he was
“outraged by the efforts by Generation Identitaire
activists to undermine the republic.” Last week,
around 30 members of Generation Identitaire
(Generation Identity) gathered at the Col de Portillion
pass on the border of France and Spain in what they
termed a surveillance operation to “defend Europe.”  It
was the latest of several mountain patrols in recent
years, often involving the building of fences at key
crossing points, that have led to skirmishes with
migrants and activists.

“If there is enough evidence, I will not hesitate to
advice closing it down,” Darmanin told a press confer-
ence. Several lawmakers in southern France have called
on the government to shut down Generation
Identitaire, but it is the first time Darmanin has publicly
condemned the group’s actions. In August 2019, the
group’s leader and two other activists were handed
six-month prison sentences after they set up a block-
ade in the French Alps and rented two helicopters to
search for migrants. In response, a group of around
100 rights activists escorted some 30 migrants into
France, sparking scuffles with police. Generation
Identitaire was accused of vigilantism and the three GI
members were charged with trying to pass themselves
off as police officers, though an appeals court over-
turned that ruling last December. The French govern-
ment has promised to tighten immigration and asylum
laws in response to the huge influx of people trying to
reach Europe from Africa, the Middle East and Asia
since 2015. — AFP 

MOSCOW: Moscow and Tehran called for the rescue of
the Iran nuclear deal yesterday as their top diplomats
held their first talks since Joe Biden’s election raised
hopes of Washington returning to the agreement. Russian
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov said ahead of the talks in
Moscow that “one of the most pressing topics is the task
of rescuing the Joint Comprehensive Action Plan
(JCPOA)”. Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad
Zarif thanked Moscow for its efforts to repair the JCPOA
after the US exit in 2018 and for Russia’s “constructive
and principled” position on the deal.

Zarif urged unity between Moscow and Tehran “in
order to save the JCPOA from the risks and fears that
arose after the United States left this plan.” The talks in
Moscow come days after Zarif urged the United States to
make the “fundamental choice” to lift sanctions and
reverse the “failed policies” of the previous administra-
tion, which took a hard line on Tehran. He cautioned that
any efforts from Washington to extract additional con-
cessions would ultimately end in failure. “Iran wants the
nuclear deal it made,” Zarif wrote in an op-ed in the
Foreign Affairs magazine.

The agreement was largely left in tatters after former
US president Donald Trump unilaterally withdrew and
ordered officials to reimpose tough penalties against
Tehran as part of his administration’s “maximum pres-
sure” policy.  The deal was agreed in 2015 between Iran,
the United States, China, Russia, Britain, France and
Germany.

‘Businesslike and pragmatic’ 
It offered sanctions relief in exchange for curbs on

Tehran’s nuclear ambitions and guarantees it would not
seek an atomic bomb. Iran maintains it has only pursued
a civilian nuclear energy program. A new wave of US

sanctions have hit hard Iran’s vital oil sector and its inter-
national banking ties, plunging the economy into a reces-
sion. But Tehran has signaled it could be willing to
engage the new White House administration while rheto-
ric from officials in Moscow has suggested a change in
tack in Washington from the Trump administration.

Joe Biden’s pick for secretary of state, Anthony
Blinken, said at a Senate confirmation hearing this month
that Trump’s policies had made Iran “more dangerous”.
While Blinken confirmed Biden’s desire for Washington to
return to the nuclear agreement, both sides have said the
other must return to full compliance before the accord is
implemented again. Since the deal began unraveling with
the US exit, Russia and European signatories have advo-
cated efforts to salvage the accord and cautioned Iran
against bolstering its nuclear enrichment. Russia’s Deputy
Foreign Minister Sergei Ryabkov in December urged Iran
to take “maximum responsibility” after Tehran announced
plans to install advanced centrifuges in its main nuclear
enrichment plant. The ministry earlier this month blamed
Iran’s departure from norms of the nuclear deal on “sys-
tematic crude violations” by the United States and
praised the Islamic republic for its stated willingness to
rejoin its obligations.

Moscow appears cautiously optimistic over the fate of
the deal under the new White House administration after
its arms negotiator described Washington’s position as
“businesslike and pragmatic”. “It means there is a chance
to move forward,” Mikhail Ulyanov told state-run televi-
sion last week. But time is running out for signatories to
restore the nuclear deal and bring all parties back on
track. Legislation passed by Iran’s parliament in
December requires Tehran to boost uranium enrichment
and limit UN inspections if sanctions are not removed by
February. — AFP 
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News in brief

Tornado leaves several injured 

WASHINGTON: A tornado has left several
people critically injured and serious damage in
Alabama, US media said yesterday. The storm,
which hit the town of Fultondale late Monday
night, caused “significant damage,” the
National Weather Service (NWS) tweeted. At
least five people have been hospitalized with
critical injuries, Fultondale Police Chief D.P.
Smith told local news media AL.com. “It looks
like a bomb went off,” local pastor’s son Sam
Moerbe, 18, told the outlet. — AFP 

There is no COVID in Tajikistan

DUSHANBE, Tajikistan: Tajikistan’s authori-
tarian leader Emomali Rakhmon said yester-
day that the coronavirus pandemic had ended
in his impoverished Central Asian country but
warned citizens to remain vigilant. The poorest
country in the former Soviet Union has offi-
cially recorded just over a dozen new coron-
avirus cases and no deaths since the start of
the year, but health experts have cast doubt
over the statistics and testing is not wide-
spread. Official data has for more than two
weeks shown 13,308 infections with 90 deaths
and 13,218 recoveries-figures that suggest no
active cases. — AFP 

Greece bans large gatherings 

ATHENS: Greek police yesterday announced
a ban on large gatherings for a week for public
health reasons, ahead of expected protests on
a number of issues. “All public gatherings of
over 100 people (are restricted) until February
1,” the police said in a statement. Student
groups have been demonstrating for weeks
against plans to introduce a special police
force to guard universities. Another protest on
the issue is to be held yesterday. —AFP 

Russia in ‘energetic’ talks with US 

MOSCOW: Russia and the United States are
holding “energetic” discussions over the
extension of a key nuclear accord that expires
next week, the Kremlin said yesterday. The
New START treaty, signed in 2010, caps to
1,550 the number of nuclear warheads that can
be deployed by Moscow and Washington, who
control the world’s largest nuclear arsenals.
Negotiations to extend the treaty stalled as
US President Donald Trump’s administration
insisted that China should join the deal,
despite Beijing flatly rejecting the idea. — AFP 

ROME: A handout picture shows Quirinale general secretary Ugo Zampetti reading the official communication of
Italian Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte’s resignation after a meeting at the Presidential Quirinale palace in Rome
yesterday.—AFP 

MOSCOW: Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov meets with his Iranian counterpart Mohammad Javad Zarif in
Moscow yesterday. — AFP 

PARIS: French Interior Minister Gerald Darmanin speaks
during a session of questions to the government at The
National Assembly in Paris.— AFP 

WASHINGTON: A high-profile Donald Trump
supporter who backed the former president’s claims
of electoral fraud has been permanently suspended
from Twitter, the social media giant said Monday
night, the latest in a series of bans of prominent
r ight-wingers and conspiracy theorists .
Photographs this month of Mike Lindell, CEO of the
pillow manufacturer My Pillow, appeared to show
the 59-year-old businessman carrying documents
into the White House suggesting Trump could

declare martial law after what he claimed was wide-
spread vote rigging.

Lindell, known as the “My Pillow Guy,” also has
political ambitions of his own and is considering a run
for governor of Minnesota, Politico reported. A
Twitter spokesperson confirmed Lindell’s suspension,
and said action was taken after “repeated violations of
our Civic Integrity Policy.” It was unclear what tweets
had led to the ban. The Civic Integrity Policy attempts
to moderate misinformation and disinformation on the

platform, specifically around elections. Lindell’s sus-
pension is the latest in a series of high-profile social
media bans and lockouts in the wake of a January 6
riot at the US Capitol, in which armed right-wing pro-
testers sought to overturn November’s vote.

It follows Trump’s own ban on January 8, along
with tens of thousands of followers of a conspiracy
theory known as QAnon, which claims, without
credible evidence, that the former president is
engaged in a battle against a global cult of Satan-
worshipping pedophiles. Newly elected Republican
congresswoman Marjorie Taylor Greene was also
hit with a 12-hour suspension last week.  Greene-a
Trump supporter who has also promoted QAnon-
had tweeted claims of alleged election fraud in her
home state Georgia, leading to her most recent sus-
pension.—AFP
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