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ROME: Italy’s centre-left Democratic Party yester-
day set tough new conditions for forming a coali-
tion with the anti-establishment 5-Star Movement,
making a deal between the traditional foes look
more elusive and raising the chance of snap elec-
tions. The euro zone’s third-largest economy is in
political turmoil after its government, riven by
months of infighting, collapsed this week, forcing
Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte to resign just as
Rome was to begin preparing the 2020 budget.

The collapse was triggered by the right-wing
League party whose leader Matteo Salvini de-
clared the ruling coalition dead two weeks ago,
saying he could no longer work with 5-Star, his
coalition partner. Salvini, the interior minister,
called for elections, aiming to cash in on his surg-
ing popularity to return to power as prime minister
with a mandate to launch a big spending spree
next year and challenge the European Union’s fis-
cal rules.

However his move could backfire because the
head of state, Sergio Mattarella, will only dissolve
parliament if no other coalition can be formed, and
now 5-Star and the PD are looking at a possible
tie-up to sideline Salvini. Mattarella was consult-
ing with the main parties in parliament yesterday
and telling them he wants a deal within the next
few days if they want to avoid snap elections, a
source close to the matter told Reuters.

Markets have rallied on hopes that a deal was
in the offing, dismissing stumbling blocks such as

the lack of any agreement between the parties
over who should be prime minister. On Wednes-
day, PD leader Nicola Zingaretti laid down five
conditions that should form the backbone of any
accord-”loyal membership” of the European
Union; giving parliament a central role; economic
development based on environmental sustainabil-
ity; a change in handling migrants and a change to
economic policy to boost investment.

Those seemed low hurdles for 5-Star to clear,
but Zingaretti then added that he would also not
accept giving a fresh mandate to the outgoing
Conte, a technocrat who is close to 5-Star. Yes-
terday he raised the stakes further with three more
specific conditions: 5-Star must agree to repeal
laws on security and immigration passed during
its coalition with the League, revise a plan to cut
the number of lawmakers to 600 from 945 and im-
mediately commit to a framework agreement with
the PD on the 2020 budget.

5-Star’s support has slumped over the last year
and it does not want a return to the polls but it has
warned the PD that it should not push too hard.
“We will not accept the PD’s vetoes, they can’t say
we must accept their five points or it’s no deal, that
Conte must go or it’s no deal,” said Manlio Di Ste-
fano, a junior foreign minister and one of 5-Star’s
most prominent lawmakers. Mattarella is due to
meet 5-Star’s delegation at 1500 GMT, after which
its leader Luigi Di Maio is expected to set out his
party’s position. —Reuters

Italy’s PD raises the bar for 
possible govt with 5-Star

President seeks swift end to weeks of political turmoil

ROME: Leader of Lega party, outgoing deputy-Premier and Interior Minister, Matteo Salvini (right) blows a kiss
after a meeting with Italian President on the second day of consultations of political parties at the Quirinal
palace in Rome. —AFP

Ancient monkey 
skull reveals secrets 
of primate brain 
evolution
WASHINGTON: The remains of a prehistoric pri-
mate that lived high in the Andes 20 million years
ago and was so small it could fit in your hand is
helping scientists learn more about how human
brains evolved. In a study published Wednesday in
the journal Science Advances, researchers in China
and the US used high resolution imaging to exam-
ine the only known fossilized skull of the extinct
Chilecebus, a New World monkey that scampered
around ancient mountain forests, feeding on leaves
and fruit. One key finding: the brain size of pri-
mates, long assumed to have increased progres-
sively over time, now appears to have followed a
more roundabout path. Primates are broadly split
into two groups: Old World, from which our own
species descended, and New World species of the
Americas and Oceania. “We see multiple episodes
of expansion of the brain in each of these major
groups, and we see several episodes of actual re-
duction of relative brain size in certain groups,” co-
author John Flynn of the American Museum of
Natural History told AFP.

The research, led by Xijun Ni, at the Chinese
Academy of Sciences, used X-rays and CT scans
of the inside of the Chilebus’ skull to determine its
internal structure. The fossilized skull has been
precisely dated because it was discovered among
volcanic rocks, and by placing the species within
its bigger family tree, the team was able to infer
that cerebral enlargement occurred repeatedly
and independently in anthropoid evolution. 

Though the Chilecebus was roughly around the
size of a modern marmoset or tamarin, in contrast
to those monkeys its brain had several grooves
known as infolding that suggest a greater degree
of cognitive complexity: in other words, brain size
is not always linked to advancement. What’s more,
in modern primates, the size of the visual and ol-
factory centers of the brain are inversely related,
meaning that species with a strong sense of sight
usually have a weaker sense of smell and vice
versa. But the researchers found that a small olfac-
tory bulb in Chilecebus did not result in a stronger
olfactory ability, meaning the two abilities aren’t
coupled as previously thought.

Flynn said the research bore testament to the
secrets that could be unlocked from well-pre-
served ancient fossils. “We can go out into the
mountains and make this remarkable discovery
10,000 feet up in the Andes and be able to make
insights about the evolution of our history, be
able to test previous hypotheses.. (and) be able
to understand the evolution of brain complexity
in primates. —AFP

Things to 
know about 
the Amazon
SALVADOR: The Amazon is the largest tropical for-
est in the world, covering 5.5 million square kilome-
ters, an ecological treasure threatened by escalating
deforestation and forest fires.

Sanctuary of biodiversity
The Amazon basin, spanning 7.4 million square

kilometers, covers nearly 40 percent of Latin Amer-
ica and is spread across nine countries: Bolivia, Brazil,
Colombia, Ecuador, French Guiana, Guyana, Peru,
Suriname and Venezuela. About 60 percent of it is in
Brazil. The Amazon forest, of which 2.1 million sq km
are protected zones, is home to a biodiversity sanc-
tuary that is unique in the world. A quarter of the
Earth’s species are found there, namely 30,000 types
of plants, 2,500 fish, 1,500 birds, 500 mammals, 550
reptiles and 2.5 million insects, according to the Ama-
zon Cooperation Treaty Organization (ACTO). In the
past 20 years, 2,200 new species of plants and ver-
tebrates have been discovered there. 

‘Lungs of the earth’ 
The Amazon contains a third of the world’s pri-

mary forests and, via the Amazon River and its tribu-
taries, provides 20 percent of the Earth’s unfrozen
fresh water. The Amazon is the world’s largest river
and-by some accounts since new research was car-
ried out in 2007 - the longest, running for up to 6,900

kilometers. The forest acts as a carbon sink, absorbing
more CO2 than it emits while releasing oxygen, and
stocking 90 to 140 billion tons of CO2, which helps
regulate worldwide global warming, according to the
World Wildlife Fund (WWF). But deforestation is re-
ducing this capacity for absorbing CO2. 

420 tribes 
The Amazon has been inhabited for at least

11,000 years and today counts 34 million people, of
whom two-thirds live in cities. Nearly three million
are Indians who are members of some 420 different
tribes, around 60 of which live in total isolation, ac-
cording to ACTO. The Amazon’s Indians speak 86
languages and 650 dialects. The largest Amazon tribe
is the Tikuna, counting some 40,000 members who
live in Brazil, Peru and Colombia, according to Sur-
vival International.  Brazilian Indian chief from the
Kayapo tribe, Raoni Metuktire, is the leading cam-
paigner in the campaign against deforestation in the
Amazon and has traveled the world for three decades
calling for the preservation of the forest and its in-
digenous population.

Manaus, the Amazon ‘capital’ 
Manaus is the capital of Amazonas state, the

largest in Brazil and spanning 1.5 million km2.
Founded by the Portuguese in 1669 on the banks of
the Rio Negro, near its confluence with the Amazon
River, Manaus has a population of 1.8 million. After
fast expansion at the end of the 19th century due to
the rubber trade, the city went into major decline
until the creation of a free trade zone in 1967. Man-
aus now lives mainly off its industrial sector, import-
ing spare parts and exporting end products, notably
electronic equipment. —AFP


