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The unruly comedian who founded Italy’s anti-establishment
5-Star Movement is no longer whipping crowds into a frenzy
at political rallies, but 5-Star, against all predictions, has

proved it can outlive its creator. Beppe Grillo’s fiery rhetoric, which
almost got the movement into power in a 2013 national election,
frightened off many moderate voters and his retreat to the theatri-
cal stage the following year marked 5-Star’s coming of age, not its
demise.

It paved the way for a more serious makeover that has
appealed to the centre of Italian politics, positioning the party a
close second to Prime Minister Matteo Renzi’s Democratic Party
and favourite to win the mayor’s job in Rome on Sunday.
Scepticism was widespread when Grillo, now 67, announced he
was stepping back in a blog portraying himself as Forrest Gump,
the slow-witted, athletic character played by Tom Hanks in the
eponymous 1994 movie.

Grillo and the movement he founded in 2009 were seen as vir-
tually the same thing. His supporters, elected to parliament with no
political experience, were known simply as “Grillini,” meaning “little
Grillos”. “I’m pretty tired, as Forrest Gump would say,” he wrote in
November 2014 beneath a mock-up of himself as Gump telling an
enthusiastic group of followers he will stop running to and fro
across the United States.

Most commentators assumed it was another of his jokes, but
Barbara Lezzi, an influential 5-Star senator, said the blog post did
not take its parliamentarians by surprise. “Beppe had come to see
us several times in the Senate and let us know what he had in
mind,” she said. “He always wanted the movement to be able to
stand on its own feet.” Grillo set up a more formal leadership struc-
ture, with a five-member committee, or “directorate,” approved by
an online poll, taking over day-to-day running of the movement.

“5-Star is evolving from a ‘movement’, made up of followers of a
charismatic leader into a ‘party’ with an organisation and an inter-
nal structure,” said Raffaele De Mucci, a political science professor at
Rome’s LUISS university. “Rome will be a fundamental test if its may-
or is elected, because it offers the chance to disprove the theory
that it is too inexperienced to govern.”

Setbacks
Its candidate Virginia Raggi, a softly-spoken, 37-year-old lawyer,

is about as far from Grillo, personality-wise, as is possible and while
she adheres to his anti-establishment message, her campaign is
focused on everyday city issues such as transport and rubbish col-
lection. Many of the party’s ideas appeal to left and right-wing vot-
ers alike, something that sets 5-Star apart from other European
anti-system parties such as the leftist Syriza in Greece and Podemos
in Spain, or the far-right National Front in France.

But its progress has been anything but smooth since its 2013
breakthrough. It has had setbacks at European and local elections
and been so beset by internal divisions that 37 of its original 163
parliamentarians have left to join other parties. It is widely criticized
for an alleged lack of internal democracy and, in the handful of
towns and cities it controls, several of its inexperienced mayors
have run into trouble. So why has its appeal continued to grow?
Weak economic and jobs growth, and a stream of corruption scan-
dals affecting the established parties have certainly helped. Its
trademark call for “honesty” in public life continues to resonate, and
remains its chief asset.

But analysts say it has outgrown its image as purely a party of
protest and its proposals are now also being taken seriously.
These include universal income support for the poor, tougher
penalties on white collar crime and tax evasion, building more
prisons, closing down or privatizing many publicly owned compa-
nies and cutting taxes for small businesses. It wants to cut state
generous pensions that are not fully funded by contributions and
says the Bank of Italy should be owned by the state instead of the
private banks it supervises.

Most controversially, it proposes a referendum on whether Italy
should remain in the euro zone, though it has sharply cut its anti-
euro rhetoric since Grillo’s role declined and now seldom addresses
the issue. “We have other priorities at the moment,” said senator
Lezzi. The party’s support comes mainly from the young and well-
educated, data shows, while it has little following among pension-
ers. It gets a generally hostile press in Italian media. “They dismiss
us as populist as a way to avoid discussing our proposals,” said Luigi
Di Maio, the 29-year-old deputy speaker of the Chamber of
Deputies who is tipped to be 5-Star’s candidate for prime minister
at the next election, due in 2018.

“We are not populist. Our policies, from welfare to spending
cuts and justice reform, are detailed and fully funded.” Grillo main-
tains a behind-the-scenes role as “guarantor” of the party’s internal
rules. Its new, less aggressive leaders like Di Maio, offer voters a
more reassuring public face. Francesco Galietti, of Rome-based
consultancy Policy Sonar, said 5-Star will have trouble maintaining
its anti-establishment image if it assumes more positions of power.
“Italy’s establishment has a long history of making peace with odd
political bedfellows and if it tires of Renzi it may well seek to favour
the normalisation of the 5-Star Movement,” he said. —Reuters
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Akilo of pasta gets you a packet of
diapers. A bag of flour buys a bot-
tle of shampoo. Short on basic

supplies, Venezuelans have reverted to
ancient shopping habits: bartering what-
ever they have. But the tools of the trade
are right out of the 21st century:
WhatsApp, Facebook and Instagram. With
food and toiletries in ever shorter supply,
their smartphones are helping them sur-
vive. “I have diapers, I will exchange them
for a kilo of pasta,” says a message on one
group in the messaging app WhatsApp.

It is one of hundreds on the “Puerta del
Bosque Swap Shop,” a group of 250
neighbors in Guatire, east of Caracas.
Countless groups like it buzz with mes-
sages on various online networks. “I only
have flour. I’ll swap it for sanitary napkins,”
reads one message. Another says: “My
baby has no milk, I need some.” Teaching
assistant Plalla Alvarez, 34, says she
shares groups with about 400 neighbors
on WhatsApp and a further 600 on
Facebook. “We have forgotten what it
was like to chat about other matters. All
we talk about now is how to get hold of
food, toiletries and medicine,” she said.
“People are bartering like this all around
the country.”

Diapers for sugar
Venezuela’s economy has plunged in

line with the price of the crude oil exports
on which it relies, as the government’s
state-led economy sputters from short-
age to shortage. The situation has wors-
ened in recent months due to inflation
and the devaluation of its bolivar curren-
cy. For the best part of two years citizens
have had to queue at supermarkets to
buy rations of subsidized goods. “I don’t
have children, but when I queue up and
find there are diapers that day, I buy them
and exchange them for things I need, like
sugar and soap,” said Jophelin Primera,
organizer of one online bartering group.

A survey last month by polling firm
Datanalisis estimated 80 percent of food
goods were in short supply. As scarcity
has risen, so has the black market. Rogue
retailers buy up rationed goods and sell
them at a markup. That practice is
banned in the online bartering groups.
“The idea is not to make money but to
keep yourself supplied,” said Primera, a
30-year-old computer specialist. There
are also set hours for exchanging mes-
sages so members are not disturbed by
the constant beeping of their phones.
“The administrator of the group watches
that no one breaks the rules,” Primera
said.

Cake without eggs
One Facebook group, “United Moms,”

specializes in baby bottles, formula milk,
wet wipes and the like. In others, users
swap hardship cooking tips. “We have to
improvise so we also share recipes:
homemade tomato sauce, how to make
a cake without flour or eggs or butter,”
says Primera. Venezuela’s minimum wage
is 35,000 bolivars-around $60 at the offi-
cial exchange rate or $35 at black market
rates. A bag of flour from a black market
retailer costs 2,000 bolivars. Maduro
blames the crisis on an “economic war.”
He accuses business of hoarding goods
to provoke unrest in the hope of top-

pling his government.
The opposition is pushing for a refer-

endum on removing him from power.
Looting and riots have surged in recent
weeks as scarcity and political tension
have soared. Users of the online swap
shops tend to hand over their goods in
public to avoid being tricked and
robbed. “We make an agreement on
WhatsApp or Facebook, we send each
other photos or tell each other how we
will be dressed” at the meet-up, Primera
said. “It’s all very well to barter, but it’s
bad that we should have to resort to that
to subsist,” she said. “That’s disappoint-
ing, and sad.” —AFP

Venezuelans barter diapers for food on smartphones

By Anais Llobet

Rampaging football fans have opened up a new
sporting crisis for Russia as it battles doping
scandals and doubts about the World Cup that

it will host in two years. Sanctions that UEFA is con-
sidering against Russia over pitched fights, racist
chants and fireworks hurled around the European
Championship game against England have been a
new blow to Russia’s reputation. Images of fans
preparing for battle with gumshields and batons,
charging through Marseille’s old town with chairs
over their heads ready to throw have gone around
the world.

Women and children were among the England sup-
porters who had to flee over barriers when Russian
fans launched a charge inside the Stade Velodrome
stadium at the end of the 1-1 draw. UEFA have threat-
ened England and Russia with disqualification from
Euro 2016 if there is a repeat of the unrest. Only Russia
faces formal charges however. Europe’s governing
body is to announce a first punishment today. Russia’s
Sports Minister Vitaly Mutko has predicted his country
will merely be fined.

But there is a lot of damage limitation to be done.
Mutko is already struggling with international
enquiries into doping in Russian athletics and other
sports. The International Association of Athletics
Federations is to decide on Friday whether to readmit
Russia into international competition so it can take
part in the Rio Olympics in August. Following accusa-

tions of “state-sponsored” doping in athletics, Russia
is also under investigation by the World Anti-Doping
Agency over allegations that doping samples were
fixed at the 2014 Sochi Winter Olympics. 

Swiss prosecutors are also still probing how Russia
was awarded the 2018 World Cup as part of their
look at FIFA’s affairs. Mutko knows he has a job on his
hands to convince the football world that all will be
well in 2018. Russia’s fans “are disgracing the country
and think this is normal,” he said. “As hosts of the
future world championship, we must preserve our
image and people shouldn’t spoil it,” he added.
Racism is commonplace at Russian football matches.
Fans have thrown bananas at black players and Zenit
St Petersburg’s Brazilian striker Hulk, has repeatedly
complained of being a target of racial insults at
Russian league matches, including monkey chants. 

A 2014 law punishes fan violence with up to eight
years in prison. A draft law submitted to parliament
last month that would set up a blacklist of violent
fans who would be barred from sporting events.
“Some people won’t like this of course, it is extra
money for stadiums, but security is the most impor-
tant thing,” the head of the Russian lower house of
parliament’s sports committee, Dmitry Svishchev told
R-Sport news agency.

He added that the events in Marseille had forced
Russia “to think seriously: how will things go in our
country, what do we have to do to avoid a repeat of
this?” However some Russian fans and officials have
indicated they do not care what foreign bodies do

or think. Igor Lebedev, a member of the Russian
Football Union executive and a deputy speaker of
the Russian parliament, encouraged the country’s
fans to fight England rivals. Lebedev, a member of
the ultra-nationalist Liberal Democratic Party, said
on Twitter: “I don’t see anything wrong with fans
fighting. “Quite the opposite, the guys did well.
Keep it up!”

Sports commentator and former player Yevgeny
Lovchev told AFP that the 2018 World Cup “is not just
Russia’s problem,” and that other countries will have
to be involved in security. Hooliganism experts in
Europe have worries about the World Cup. John
Williams, a sociology professor and expert on hooli-
ganism at Leicester University in England, said the
lack of control on access to match tickets in Russia
was a serious problem in its fight with hardcore trou-
blemakers. “Of course, what happened in Marseille is
very negative publicity for the prospects of the World
Cup in Russia.”

But he said there would be fewer foreign visitors in
Russia in 2018 than at Euro 2016. Short trips to Russia
would be “more expensive and less seductive” for
European fans. “I would also expect the Russian
authorities to come down very hard at home on
domestic hooligans, both before and, if necessary,
during the finals,” Williams said. “Intense monitoring
and policing at home may well reduce the impact of
local gangs,” he said. “However, ‘selling’ the World Cup
in Russia now to visiting supporters, without concert-
ed home action, may be increasingly difficult.” —AFP

Battle-hardened fans cause new crisis for Russian sport

CARACAS: A person holds a mobile phone showing a Whatsapp group chat for the exchange of scarce products in
Caracas. —AFP


