
ROME: Billionaire media mogul, Italian
prime minister, cruise ship crooner and
convicted criminal-after a colourful
career, could Silvio Berlusconi, 85, be
soon adding head of state to his CV?
Just weeks before secret parliamentary
elections next month to choose Italy’s
new president, no clear candidate has
emerged for a role crucial to keeping the
country’s fractious parties in line.

There is intense speculation Prime
Minister Mario Draghi might take the
job, but in the meantime Berlusconi-
despite recent poor health, including
a bad bout of coronavirus last year-is
on manoeuvres. “Berlusconi will try
(to get elected), and could succeed,”
Gianfranco Pasquino, political science
lecturer at Bologna’s Johns Hopkins
University, told AFP.

Italy’s president has a firefighting
rather than a ceremonial role. The
incumbent, Sergio Mattarella-who is
bowing out after a seven-year term-
was instrumental in bringing in Draghi at
the head of a national unity government
last February after the previous coalition
collapsed. Draghi, a former European
Central Bank chief, has refused to say
publicly if he is interested in the presi-
dency. He currently has his hands full
managing a vast 200 billion euro ($225
billion) post-pandemic recovery fund
from the European Union and imple-
menting reforms Brussels expects in
exchange.

President Draghi? 
Many-including Berlusconi-have

argued the 74-year-old should stay
until the next general election in 2023
to push through changes considered
vital to debt-laden Italy’s economic
recovery. Others believe he could do
this as president. Lorenzo Codogno,
former head economist at the Italian
treasury, says Draghi would “exert con-
siderable influence... as a guarantor ver-
sus the rest of the EU on Italy’s reforms
and investments”.

In that case, a senior minister would
serve as prime minister temporarily
before a new one could be approved by
parliament. That could spark party
squabbling and risk early elections,
however, in which the far-right Brothers
of Italy and League parties are expect-
ed to do well.

Berlusconi, who first burst onto the
political scene in 1994, winning over
millions of Italians with the help of his
vast television empire, has neither con-
firmed nor denied he will run. Several
other names circulating include Justice
Minister Marta Cartabia, who if suc-

cessful would be Italy’s first woman
head of state, former lower house
speaker Pierferdinando Casini, and
European Economy Commissioner and
ex-PM Paolo Gentiloni.

There are no official candidates.
Lawmakers and representatives from
each of Italy’s 20 regions can vote for
anyone in the secret ballot, provided
their choice is over 50 years old. A two-
thirds majority is needed to secure vic-

tory at any of the first three rounds,
after which a simple majority is
enough.

“The centre-right will likely vote
united for Berlusconi in the first bal-
lot. It will  be a sort of l ifetime
achievement award,” Codogno said.
However, he believes there is “no
chance” he could drum up enough
votes to secure a majority.

Skilled statesman, sex fests 
Pasquino said the media magnate

could “get the votes by promising
places in the next legislature”, pointing
out that Berlusconi was convicted in
2015 of buying the vote of a senator,
although he appealed and the case
expired before a final resolution. He “still
has a lot of supporters in Italy”,
Pasquino said.

But it would be a “gigantic conflict
of interest... to have the owner of three
television channels and two newspa-
pers as president”. The tycoon, who did
a year of community service for tax
fraud in 2014, also has “a very compli-
cated past” which would work against

him, Pasquino said.
Berlusconi is currently embroiled in

two trials over allegations he paid wit-
nesses to lie about his “Bunga Bunga”
parties, which were described by girls
present as sex fests. Yet the leader of
the centre-right Forza Italia party has
been reinventing himself as a sensible
moderate, a skilled statesman who can
rein in an unruly far right.

He is even making overtures to the
once anti-establishment Five Stars

Movement, the biggest party in parlia-
ment, which he had described in 2018 as
being a group so unskilled he wouldn’t
even hire them to clean his lavatories.

Franco Pavoncello, political science
professor at the John Cabot University
in Rome, told AFP that the likelihood
Berlusconi be elected was “remote”.
“Given his age, and given his history, I
think that people internationally would
be doing some head scratching,” he
said. — AFP
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MILAN, Lombardy: File photo shows former Italian Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi
addressing the media, as he leaves the San Raffaele Hospital in Milan, after he tested
positive for coronavirus and was hospitalied since September 3. —AFP

UK and Belgium 
pledge to step up 
efforts on migrants
LONDON: Britain and Belgium have promised to
cooperate more closely to tackle irregular migra-
tion, after 27 people died when their dinghy cap-
sized as they tried to cross the Channel. The pledge
is part of a wider bilateral deal signed by prime
ministers Boris Johnson and Alexander De Croo
after a virtual meeting on Tuesday, the government
in London said.

It came after Britain was prevented from joining
a meeting of European interior ministers last week-
end to try to crack down on people-smuggling
gangs behind the crossings. Frozen out of the talks,
London has embarked on its own efforts to tackle
the issue, with Home Secretary Priti Patel reported
to be planning a tour of European capitals.

London and Brussels promised improvements in
detecting and stopping irregular migration at the
Belgian port of Zeebrugge, and along the Belgian
coast. They also pledged to “improve joint working
on illegal flows, including to disrupt human traffick-
ing and human smuggling networks and prevent
loss of life”. The two countries also said they would
work with others to secure closer cooperation on
“small boats in order to prevent illegal sea crossing
towards the UK”.

That included trying to stop “secondary move-
ments” of migrants with the Schengen free-move-
ment area of the European Union, they added. The
British government is under pressure at home
because of the record numbers of migrants crossing

the Channel from northern France this year.
Johnson’s pitch to leave the EU in 2016 was based
on “taking back control” of Britain’s borders, but
doing so now Britain is out of the bloc has proved
more problematic.

Patel’s invitation to the talks was withdrawn after
French outrage at a British suggestion that migrants
are sent back to the EU and that France forces
boats back to its coast. The Times newspaper yes-
terday reported that the interior minister was plan-
ning to visit her counterparts in Italy, Belgium, and
Berlin to try to solve the crisis. Patel’s department
declined to comment on her travel plans when con-
tacted by AFP. But a spokesperson said: “The gov-
ernment will continue to push for greater coopera-
tion with all European partners.” — AFP

PAS-DE-CALAIS, France: French minister delegate to
the Minister of the Interior Marlene Schiappa (C)
speaks with migrants during her visit at their camp
one week after the disaster in the Channel that left 27
migrants dead, in Calais yesterday. —AFP

Ugandan troops
deployed in eastern
DR Congo 
BENI: Ugandan troops stepped up their deploy-
ment in eastern DR Congo yesterday, witnesses
said, on the second day of an operation against the
notorious ADF rebel group launched in cooperation
with Kinshasa. “Right now, at noon, they are arriv-
ing aboard armor-plated cars, with escorts from
members of the local security services,” Tony
Kitambala, a freelance journalist based in North
Kivu province, said at Nobili on the border.

Ugandan soldiers were seen crossing there into
the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) on
Tuesday after their armed forces launched air and
artillery strikes from within Ugandan territory. The
target is the Allied Democratic Forces (ADF) - a
group blamed for massacres in eastern DRC and
attacks in the Ugandan capital, and which the so-
called Islamic State describes as an affiliate. The
DRC last week gave its approval to a Ugandan
offer to pursue the ADF on its soil, where it has
holed up since the mid-1990s.

An aid worker in Nobili said “air strikes on ADF
positions continued last evening” but the situation
was calm yesterday. “This morning, the UPDF
(Ugandan armed forces) has been reinforcing its

troops with men, ammunition and military trucks,”
he said. A senior DRC military officer said
Congolese troops were heading towards Beni, the
capital of North Kivu province, from neighboring
South Kivu. There has been no official indication of
the number of troops being deployed, or how long
the operation will last.

On Tuesday, the Ugandan armed forces
spokesman said the bombardments had success-
fully hit their targets, and that ground operations
would hunt down “terrorists.” The DRC’s military
spokesman said late Tuesday that “search and
control” operations were under way at the bom-
barded ADF locations, and that a situation report
on the operation would soon be made public. The
DR Congo’s Catholic Church says the ADF has
killed around 6,000 civilians since 2013 while a
respected monitor, the Kivu Security Tracker,
blames it for more than 1,200 deaths in the area
alone since 2017.

The Ugandan authorities have accused the ADF
or a local group affiliated with it of carrying out or
planning a string of attacks this year. On November
16, four people were killed and 33 wounded in twin
suicide bombings in Kampala. Police blamed the
blast on a “domestic terror group” that it said was
linked to the ADF. Since April 2019, some ADF
attacks in eastern DR Congo have been claimed by
IS, which describes the group as its Islamic State
Central Africa Province offshoot. In March, the
United States placed the ADF on its list of “terror-
ist” organizations linked to IS. —AFP 

Ukraine leader calls 
for talks with Russia 
amid invasion fears
KIEV: Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky
yesterday called for direct talks with Moscow as
tensions mounted over claims that Russia is laying
the groundwork for an invasion. Zelensky’s call
came as NATO looks to counter what it says is a
build-up of Russian troops on the border with
Ukraine, with US Secretary of State Antony Blinken
set to meet Russia’s top diplomat Sergei Lavrov in
Stockholm today.

“We must tell the truth that we will not be able to
end the war without direct talks with Russia,”
Zelensky said during an annual address to lawmak-
ers in Kiev. “Let’s be honest, the war in Donbass has
been going on for eight years,” Zelensky said, refer-
ring to eastern Ukraine. “We must talk, knowing
that we have a strong and powerful army,” Zelensky
added, saying he was “not afraid” to speak directly
with Russian President Vladimir Putin.

In Moscow, Putin’s spokesman Dmitry Peskov
appeared to pour cold water on the idea, reiterating
that the war was Ukraine’s domestic issue. “We
know of attempts to present Russia as a party to
this conflict. This is not the case,” Peskov told
reporters. “The war in Donbass can only be stopped
through negotiations of Ukrainians with
Ukrainians.” More than 13,000 people have been
killed in a war between Kiev troops and Russian-
backed separatists who have carved out two
“People’s Republics” in eastern Ukraine.

Kiev and its Western allies have accused Russia
of stirring up the separatist conflict to prevent
Ukraine from joining NATO and the EU and send-
ing troops and arms to support the breakaway
regions. Moscow has denied those claims. The war
broke out after a popular uprising in Kiev ousted
a Kremlin-backed president and Moscow moved
to annex Crimea in 2014. Even though active
fighting has decreased, the West has been con-
cerned by Russia’s troop movements on Ukraine’s

border this year.
Kiev’s Western allies have since last month

warned of a fresh Russian troop buildup around
Ukraine’s borders and a possible winter invasion.
The alleged surge follows a similar buildup in the
spring, when Russia gathered around 100,000
troops on Ukraine’s borders but later announced a
drawdown. At the peak of those tensions Zelensky
invited the Russian leader to meet for talks in east-
ern Ukraine, but the Kremlin declined the invitation.

Moscow accusations
Russian officials in turn have accused Kiev of

massing tens of thousands of troops near sepa-
ratist-controlled territory. “The Armed Forces of
Ukraine are building up their military strength,
massing heavy equipment and personnel,” Russian
foreign ministry spokeswoman Maria Zakharova
said yesterday. 

“According to some reports, the number of
Ukrainian troops in the conflict zone has already
reached 125,000 personnel,” she claimed, saying this
represented half of Kiev’s troops. Those comments
followed the Ukrainian foreign ministry saying
Tuesday that Russia has massed 115,000 troops
around Ukraine, on the Crimean peninsula and in two
eastern regions occupied by the breakaway fighters.

Putin on Tuesday declined to say whether Moscow
planned to move troops across Ukraine’s border.
“Look, they spoke about a possible Russian military
intervention in Ukraine at the beginning of the year.
But as you see this did not happen,” Putin said. The
Russian leader added that the security interests of all
parties should be taken into account and called for
improved ties. Blinken was in Latvia yesterday where
a meeting of NATO foreign ministers focused largely
on tensions over Russia’s military build-up.

During the gathering, Ukrainian Foreign Minister
Dmytro Kuleba called for a “deterrence package” to
stop Russia. Blinken is scheduled to hold talks with
Lavrov on the sidelines of a meeting of the
Organization for Security and Co-operation in
Europe (OSCE) after meeting Kuleba. The Kremlin
has blamed the escalation in tensions on the West
supplying Ukraine with modern weaponry, con-
ducting drills in the Black Sea and flying bombers
near Russia’s borders. — AFP 

French media to sue 
far-right Zemmour 
for using images 
PARIS: Celebrities and film companies are among
those furious at the use of their images by far-right
pundit Eric Zemmour in the short film that announced
his run for the presidency. Zemmour, a 63-year-old
writer and TV pundit who declared his candidacy on
Tuesday via a YouTube video, is the most stridently
anti-Islam and anti-migrant of the challengers seeking
to unseat President Emmanuel Macron in April 2022.

Director Luc Besson (“The Fifth Element”) was
among those reacting angrily after a clip from his 1999
film “Joan of Arc” starring Milla Jovovich appeared in
Zemmour’s 10-minute video. Besson told AFP that the
images were used “in a fraudulent manner” and that
he “shares none of Eric Zemmour’s ideas.”

Movie production house Gaumont also took a
strong stance, saying they had received no requests
from Zemmour’s team to use clips from “Joan of Arc”
or 1960s classic “A Monkey in Winter” starring Jean-
Luc Belmondo, to which it owns the rights.

Both were used by Zemmour as part of his warn-
ings that the traditional France “of Joan of Arc and
Louis XIV” and “of Notre Dame and village church-
es” is disappearing under the weight of migration and
foreign cultures. Gaumont said it “would study all the
options open to us” against Zemmour. 

‘Opposed on principle’ 
The video also featured multiple news clips of

Muslims praying in the street, or street violence and
the aftermath of terrorist attacks, triggering respons-
es from media groups. Rolling news channel France
24 said it was “opposed on principle to the use of its
images and its logo in all political campaigns” and

would demand their immediate removal.
France Televisions, the National Audiovisual

Institute and Radio France put out a joint statement
saying Zemmour must respect the copyright of
images “just like everyone else”. And daily newspaper
Le Parisien said it had raised the use of its images
directly with YouTube. In response, Zemmour’s team
told AFP that they had respected the right to use
“short quotes” freely.

However, a lawyer for SCAM, which oversees
copyright law in France, told AFP that this was incor-
rect: brief extracts can be used only for reviews,
opinion pieces, and scientific or informational arti-
cles-not for promotional content. The original authors
can also take action if they feel their work has been
distorted in its use-a charge which several writers
and historians have laid against Zemmour. Zemmour’s
clip also happened to use a shot owned by Macron’s
party, Republic on the Move, and said it would sue to
have its logo removed. — AFP

BOULOGNE-BILLANCOURT, France: French far-right
media pundit and 2022 presidential candidate Eric
Zemmour (C) arrives to take part in the evening news
broadcast of French TV channel TF1 in Boulogne-
Billancourt, outside Paris, yesterday. —AFP


