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Italy bucks the eurosceptic trend with Renzi triumph
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A landslide victory for Matteo Renzi’s centre-left Democrats has bucked the anti-EU trend across much of Europe, giving Italy’s new prime minister much needed electoral legitimacy and a mandate to press ahead with his domestic reforms.

Surpassing all forecasts, the Democratic party registered its biggest ever win at the ballot box on Sunday night, taking 40.8 per cent of the vote a little over a year after its dismal showing in general elections that resulted in parliamentary deadlock.

The anti-establishment Five Star Movement led by comic-activist Beppe Grillo failed to replicate its success of last year, coming a distant second with 21.2 per cent, while former prime minister Silvio Berlusconi’s centre-right Forza Italia suffered its worst defeat in its 20-year history on 16.8 per cent.

Both populist leaders were coming under pressure from dismayed supporters to reconsider their future, whereas Mr Renzi, at 39 years old Italy’s youngest but still unelected prime minister, was vindicated in his lightning move to oust his predecessor in an internal party takeover in February.

“This is a vote for an Italy that wants to change,” Mr Renzi told a news conference, declaring the result a “triumph of hope over anger”.

The result was seen by some analysts as heralding a new chapter in Italian politics, with Mr Renzi transforming a party that had been dominated by former communists into a more inclusive force that is drawing comparisons with the Christian Democrats who once dominated the country’s postwar political order.

Calling on investors to back Italy, Mr Renzi promised to accelerate his agenda, listing constitutional changes to make government more effective, a new electoral law that would guarantee an outright winner, and reforms to the labour market, tax system, public administration and the judiciary.

But while Mr Renzi, a former mayor of Florence, can bask in the glory of winning his first election at a national level, his left-right coalition still confronts the complex arithmetic of Italy’s hung parliament. Reform of the labour market was crucial to winning over foreign investors, he said, knowing that he must overcome opposition from Italy’s largest leftwing trade union and some of his own deputies.

“Renzi now has a loaded gun which is a nuclear weapon. He is in the position of threatening other parties with the possibility of going to early elections if they do not agree to the planned reform process,” commented Francesco Clementi, professor of law at Perugia university.

Mr Berlusconi – whose campaigning was restricted by court order as a result of his criminal conviction for tax fraud last year – has to show responsibility and support the government from opposition “otherwise he loses what he has left”, he added. 

Milan’s bourse opened sharply higher on the results and rose further during Mr Renzi’s press conference, leading market gains in Europe. Italy’s 10-year bond yields fell as the spread with German Bunds narrowed sharply.

Mr Renzi’s position on the international stage is also enhanced. The Democrats will be the largest party among the Socialist grouping in the European parliament, and second only to the Christian Democrats of Germany’s Angela Merkel. Speaking of a “gigantic responsibility and an extraordinary opportunity”, Mr Renzi said Italy would be a “leader not a follower in Europe” when it takes over the rotating EU presidency in July.

