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Italy's European elections

Non vinciamo noi 
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WITH all but a handful votes to be counted in Italy, it was clear that its centre-left prime minister, Matteo Renzi (pictured), had won a remarkable victory. Bucking a continent-wide trend, his moderate pro-European Democratic Party (PD) took 41% of the vote. Mr Renzi said he was “moved”. Gianni Pittella, a vice-president of the European parliament and member of the PD, said the results formed a “dyke against European and Italian populism”.

The outcome is also likely to delight the markets where investors can be expected to see it as a resounding vote of confidence in the 39 year-old prime minister, his youthful cabinet and their ambitious programme of political and economic reforms.

The results were a disaster for the maverick Five Star Movement (M5S), headed by Beppe Grillo, a bearded former comedian. Even polls taken a few days before the vote (and unpublished because of Italian law) showed the M5S neck-and-neck with the PD. In the event, the M5S trailed the PD by almost 20 percentage points.

With more than one-fifth of the national vote, Mr Grillo’s movement remains one of the most popular in Europe outside the traditional mainstream: only the Front National in France and Syriza in Greece did better. But in politics expectations are everything, and Mr Grillo had repeatedly predicted that his movement would come first. Unwisely, he toured the country under the slogan “Vinciamo noi”, which his own website translated as “We’ll win!”, and it became a Twitter hashtag. It may be wondered whether the ranting, raging former comedian and his movement will ever recover from the resulting disappointment.

The returns showed that millions of M5S voters switched to the PD, which took more votes on a turnout of less than 59% than it had in last year’s general election when more than three-quarters of the electorate cast a ballot. Opinion surveys indicated that many of the M5S’s supporters were baffled and angered by Mr Grillo’s policy of non-co-operation with the centre-left.

His humiliation made the outcome all the sweeter for Mr Renzi: one reason why the PD was ready to accept him as leader, despite his lack of experience, was the hope that he might be able to see off the M5S.

Even so, there is a worm in Mr Renzi’s apple. He needs the support of the Forza Italia movement founded by Silvio Berlusconi, a former prime minister, for his intended reform of the constitution. And he needs the backing of his coalition partners in the New Centre Right (NCD), which split away from Mr Berlusconi’s party last year, for a proposed change in the electoral law. The results are likely to make both these conservative movements rethink their collaboration.

One aim of the reforms is to make Italy more of a two-party democracy. But on Sunday’s showing the two parties would not be the PD and Forza Italia, as Mr Berlusconi intended. Forza Italia won only 17% of the vote, four percentage points fewer than the M5S.

The reforms would also mean the exclusion from parliament of some of the smaller parties. And that would now appear to include the NCD, which finished with just 4%, two percentage points behind a resurgent Northern League under its Euro-sceptic new leader, Matteo Salvini.

Whatever problems Mr Renzi may now face, though, it will be some time before they take the edge off his delight at this resounding endorsement of his popularity. On learning of the results, he sent via Twitter a message in keeping with his abundant self-confidence saying that he was “now determined [to set] to work for an Italy that changes Europe”.

Presumptuous? Maybe. But, as a result of Sunday’s vote, his party looks as if it will have a bigger representation in the moderate left Socialists and Democrats group of the European Parliament than even the once-mighty German SPD. 

