
BRUSSELS: The potential emergence of a far-
right government in Italy has put the European 
Union on alert for disruptions, with fears that 
unity over the war in Ukraine could be jeopar-
dised. Brothers of Italy leader Giorgia Meloni 
and the League’s Matteo Salvini are slated to 
be the big winners in Sunday’s general election 
on a firmly “Italians First” agenda, in which offi-
cials in Brussels largely play the role of the 
bogeyman. 

The biggest worries concern the economy. 
Italy’s massive debt is seen as a threat to 
European stability if Rome turns its back on the 
sound financing championed by outgoing prime 
minister, Mario Draghi, a darling of the EU 
political establishment. 

A victory by Meloni and Salvini would fol-
low fast on an election in Sweden where the 
virulently anti-migration and eurosceptic 
Sweden Democrats entered a ruling coalition, 
just months before the Scandinavian country is 
due to take over the EU’s rotating presidency. 

But officials in Brussels said they would not 
jump to conclusions about Italy, cautiously 
hanging on to reassurances made by key right-
wing players ahead of the vote. “This is not the 
first time that we risk confronting governments 
formed with far-right or far-left parties,” said 
European Commissioner Didier Reynders, a 
veteran of EU politics. 

“Let voters choose their elected repre-
sentatives. We will react to the actions of the 
new government and we have instruments at 
our disposal,” he added. That was echoed by 
Commission head Ursula von der Leyen, who 
warned that Brussels had “tools” to deal with 

errant member states. “My approach is that 
whatever democratic government is willing 
to work with us, we’re working together,” 
she said. 

 
‘Benefit of the doubt’  

Italy has huge amounts of EU money on the 
line. It is awaiting nearly 200 billion euros (dol-
lars) in EU cash and loans as part of the coun-
try’s massive share of the bloc’s coronavirus 
recovery stimulus package. 

In order to secure each instalment, the gov-
ernment must deliver on a long list of commit-
ments to reform and cut back spending made 
by previous administrations. “To do without the 
billions from the recovery plan would be suici-
dal,” said Sebastien Maillard, director of the 
Jacques Delors institute. 

“We will give them the benefit of the doubt,” 
said an EU official, who works closely with Italy 
on economic issues. “We will judge them on 
their programme, who will be the finance minis-
ter. The names being mentioned are people that 
we in Brussels are familiar with,” the official 
added. 

However, when it comes to Russia, many fear 
that Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban 
will find in Italy a quick ally in his quest to 
water down measures against Russian 
President Vladimir Putin. A longtime friend of 
the Kremlin, Salvini has promised that he will 
not try to undo the EU sanctions. But many 
believe that his government will make the pro-
cess more arduous in the coming months. 
Whether the war or soaring inflation, “what we 
are facing in the coming months is going to be 

very difficult and very much test European 
unity”, said Fabian Zuleeg, chief executive at 
the European Policy Centre. 

The likely election result in Italy is “not 
going to help in making some of these hard 
decisions”, he added. France’s European affairs 
minister, Laurence Boone, pointed to the head-

ache of the far-right’s unpredictability. 
“One day they are for the euro, one day they 

are not for the euro. One day they support 
Russia, one day they change our minds,” she 
told French radio. “We have European institu-
tions that work. We will work together. But it is 
true that it is worrying,” she added. —AFP 
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NAPLES, Italy: Leader of Italian far-right party “Fratelli d’Italia” (Brothers of Italy), Giorgia Meloni gestures as 
she delivers a speech on September 23, 2022 at the Arenile di Bagnoli beachfront location in Naples. —AFP

EU sees trouble but no breakdown  
with Italy far-right in power 

Italy’s massive debt is seen as a threat to European stability 

NASA’s Tuesday  
Moon launch  
threatened by storm   

 
WASHINGTON: NASA’s historic uncrewed mission to the 
Moon is facing fresh difficulties. After technical problems 
derailed two launch attempts several weeks ago, a new lift-
off of the Artemis 1 mission scheduled for Tuesday is now 
threatened by a storm gathering in the Caribbean. 

The storm, which has not yet been assigned a name, is 
currently located south of the Dominican Republic. But it is 
expected to grow into a hurricane in the coming days and 
could move north to Florida, home to the Kennedy Space 
Center, from which the rocket is set to launch. “Our plan A is 
to stay to course and to get the launch off on September 
27,” Mike Bolger, NASA’s exploration ground systems man-
ager, told reporters on Friday. “But we realized we also need 
to be really paying attention and thinking about a plan B.” 

That would entail wheeling the giant Space Launch 
System rocket back to the Vehicle Assembly Building, 
known as VAB. “If we were to go down to Plan B we need a 
couple days to pivot from our current tanking test or 
launch configuration to execute rollback and get back into 
the protection of the VAB,” Bolger said, adding that a deci-
sion should be made by early afternoon on Saturday. 

On the launch pad the orange and white SLS rocket can 
withstand wind gusts of up to 137 kilometers per hour. But 
if it has to be sheltered, the current launch window, which 
runs until October 4, will be missed. 

The next launch window will run from October 17 to 31, 
with one possibility of take-off per day, except from 
October 24-26 and 28. A successful Artemis 1 mission will 
come as a huge relief to the US space agency, after years 
of delays and cost overruns. But another setback would be 
a blow to NASA, after two previous launch attempts were 
scrapped when the rocket experienced technical glitches 
including a fuel leak. The launch dates depend on NASA 
receiving a special waiver to avoid having to retest bat-
teries on an emergency flight system that is used to destroy 
the rocket if it strays from its designated range to a pop-
ulated area. — AFP 

Neighbouring Russia, 
Latvians prep for war 

 
SKRUNDA, Latvia: When war erupted in Ukraine, the head of 
Latvia’s fashion chamber Dita Danosa did not hesitate to 
become an army reservist, swapping her usually stylish clothes 
for military fatigues. “I really felt I couldn’t be passive and just 
watch television,” the 49-year-old told AFP at the Mezaine mili-
tary training ground in western Latvia. 

“So I decided, yes, the national guard was the place for me.” 
Since Russian forces invaded Ukraine in February, Baltic states 
like Latvia — which shares a border with Russia — are anxious 
about what Moscow might do next. 

This fear has led to a four-fold increase in volunteers, like 
Danosa, for the army’s reserve force known as the national 
guard, or Zemessardze in Latvian. “When the war started, all 
European values were endangered,” Danosa said, punctuating 
the silence between the bursts of two bullets. 

While Latvia’s EU and NATO membership reassured her, 
Danosa said she felt under threat “because Russian aggression 
is unpredictable and we don’t know what can happen”. Dressed 
in full combat clothing, including a magazine belt, she recalled 
that Latvia has a “history of occupation”. The former Soviet 
republic regained its independence in 1991. 

Mezaine’s location is symbolic. During the Cold War, it was 
home to the Skrunda-1 radar station, whose two large installa-
tions were to alert the Soviet Red Army in the event of a missile 
attack from the West. Now the area is used for, among other 
things, urban guerrilla training. 

 
4,000 applications  

Created in 1991, the national guard is the largest component 
of armed forces in the country of 1.85 million people. Made up 
of some 9,600 volunteers, it is divided into four brigades. The 
national army meanwhile has around 6,000 professional sol-
diers. The guard’s commander-in-chief Egils Lescinskis hailed 
the “great increase” in volunteer interest and said fewer people 
were dropping out. He said they had received around 4,000 
applications since the beginning of 2022, up from around 1,000 
candidates on average each year. 

Around 20 percent of the volunteers this year are women. 
The volunteers take part in 21 days of basic training, usually 
spread over seven weekends, after which they are ready to serve 
when called up. 

On a recent Saturday, around 30 volunteers armed with rifles 
in camouflage fatigues waited in total silence at the edge of a 
thick forest. Their only communication as they prepared to 
attack a convoy was through hand gestures or pulling on a wire. 

When the vehicle arrived, the burst of heavy gunfire was 
deafening. A few seconds later, a car horn pierced through the 
air. The driver, head against the wheel, played dead. 

 
 ‘Protect our loved ones’  

Training includes “everything from basic survival to under-
standing what is war,” said recruit Rudolfs Aboltins. “How to 
take up arms or even how to present yourself or talk to people, 
how to engage with unexpected situations in society as well as 
in combat,” he added. 

Like Danosa, Aboltins joined the guard after the invasion. 
Although he felt no immediate threat to Latvia, the “atrocities” 
in Ukraine mean “what I’m doing right now could matter in the 
future”, he said. “Many of us have pacifist tendencies. We took 
arms and started learning to shoot because we want to be able 
to protect our loved ones,” he told AFP. After basic training, he 
will take part in a specialised course to improve communication 
between civilians and troops. — AFP 

MEZAINE, Latvia: Dita Danosa, CEO of the Latvian Fashion Chamber and 
volunteer National Guard, takes part in a military training at Mezaine 
military training ground in Latvia. — AFP




