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ROME: (From left) Leader of Italian far-right Lega (League) party Matteo Salvini, Forza Italia leader Silvio Berlusconi, leader of Italian far-right party ‘Fratelli d’Italia’ (Brothers of Italy) Giorgia Meloni, and Italian centre-right lawmaker Maurizio Lupi 
stand on stage after the general election victory. —AFP

ROME: Italian far-right leader Giorgia Meloni and her 
allies began Tuesday what is likely to be a weeks-long 
process of forming a new government, with crises looming 
on several fronts. Meloni’s post-fascist Brothers of Italy 
party, which triumphed in Sunday’s elections, has no expe-
rience of power but must assemble a cross-party team to 
tackle sky-high inflation and energy prices, and relations 
with a wary Europe. 

The 45-year-old is hoping to be the first woman to lead 
Italy as prime minister, but needs her allies, Matteo Salvini’s 
far-right League party and former Silvio Berlusconi’s Forza 
Italia, for a majority in parliament. 

The division of the top jobs-notably economy, foreign 
affairs, the defence and interior ministries-will always be 
political but now, more than ever, “will have to reflect areas 
of expertise”, the Stampa daily noted. In the past, it has taken 
anything between four and 12 weeks for a new administration 
to take office. 

But the first deadline for action is coming up fast, with 
debt-laden Italy due to submit its draft plan for next year’s 
budget to Brussels by October 15. President Sergio 
Mattarella will begin consultations on who should lead the 
new government only once the Senate and Chamber presi-
dents have been elected by parliament, which meets on 
October 13. 

With families and businesses struggling with huge bills 
aggravated by the Ukraine war, sorting out the budget will 
be “like scaling Everest without oxygen tanks for the new 
cabinet”, the Corriere della Sera daily said. Meloni sought to 
reassure investors during the election campaign that, despite 

her radical past, she will be a safe pair of hands. 
But the Italian ten-year bond rate increased to its highest 

level since October 2013 on Tuesday morning. And the gap 
between German and Italian interest rates, the closely 
watched spread, rose above 250 points for the first time 
since the depths of the coronavirus pandemic in spring 2020. 

 
Non-controversial, credible  

The European Commission was set to approve Tuesday 

the second instalment of post-pandemic recovery funds to 
Italy, worth 21 billion euros, a government source said. But 
Meloni has said she wants to renegotiate the deal with 
Brussels, potentially putting the rest of the fund-worth a total 
of almost 200 billion euros-at risk. 

Agnese Ortolani, senior Europe analyst at the Economist 
Intelligence Unit, said she expected Meloni “to continue to 

reassure the markets by picking a non-controversial figure 
for the role of finance minister”. “She will also want to avoid 
reputational damage by nominating someone who is not per-
ceived as credible by the markets,” she said in a note. 

Meloni’s allies have been pitching for heavy-weight posi-
tions, Salvini wanting his old job as interior minister back, 
and Berlusconi eyeing president of the Senate. Their disap-
pointing performance in the polls, however, with neither 
reaching 10 percent while Brothers of Italy’s secured 26 per-
cent, means Meloni may already be planning to sideline them. 

 
Friction  

Salvini and Berlusconi do not see eye-to-eye with Meloni 
on several fronts, including on sending weapons to Ukraine. 
With all the potential friction ahead, winning the elections 
“was almost the easy part”, commented Luciano Fontana, 
chief editor of the Corriere della Sera daily. 

Berlusconi downplayed concerns he would rock the boat 
Tuesday, saying his party was ready to make compromises 
“in the country’s interests”. His ally Antonio Tajani, a former 
European parliament president, is tipped as possible foreign 
minister, an appointment which could both appease 
Berlusconi and assuage international fears that Meloni’s 
Eurosceptic populist party plans to pick fights with Brussels. 

Salvini, 49, may prove more difficult. He is currently on 
trial for allegedly abusing his powers as interior minister in 
2019 to block migrants at sea, which could rule him out 
returning to the job. “Defusing Salvini” without sparking a 
backlash that could seriously weaken the nascent executive 
is “Meloni’s first test”, the Repubblica daily said.  —AFP

Meloni begins tricky government talks
Berlusconi eyeing president of the Senate

 

Iran protest death  
toll tops 75 as  
crackdown intensifies 

 
TEHRAN: More than 75 people have died in 
Iran’s crackdown on 11 nights of unrest sparked by 
the death of Mahsa Amini, a rights group said, as 
Western nations pile pressure on the Islamic 
republic to end the violence. 

The Iranian authorities’ official death toll has 
remained at 41 since Saturday, including several 
members of the security forces, as the country is 
rocked by its biggest wave of protests in almost 
three years. Demonstrators took to the streets 
again on Monday night-as they have every night 
since Amini’s death on September 16 following her 
arrest for allegedly breaching the country’s strict 
rules on hijab headscarves and modest clothing-
witnesses told AFP. 

In Sanandaj, the capital of Amini’s western home 
province of Kurdistan, women climbed onto the 
roofs of cars to tear off their headscarves in front 
of cheering crowds, images published by Oslo-
based group Iran Human Rights (IHR) showed, with 
police nowhere to be seen. 

Tehran crowds have shouted “death to the dic-
tator”, calling for the end of the more than three-
decade rule of supreme leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei, 83. Video shot from several floors above 
street level, purportedly in the city of Tabriz, 
showed people protesting to the sound of tear gas 
canisters being fired by security forces. 

IHR said at least 76 people have been killed in 
the crackdown that has seen sweeping restrictions 
imposed on the internet, including blocks on 
Instagram and WhatsApp. Officials said Monday 
they had made more than 1,200 arrests. Those tak-
en into custody have included activists, lawyers 
and journalists as well as protesters. 

The Office of the UN High Commissioner for 
Human Rights said it was “very concerned by the 
continued violent response by security forces to 
protests in Iran”. It was “extremely concerned by 
comments by some leaders vilifying protesters, and 
by the apparent unnecessary and disproportionate 
use of force against protesters,” spokesperson 
Ravina Shamdasani told a Tuesday briefing. 

 
Tensions with West  

Tensions with Western powers grew as France 
on Monday issued its “strongest condemnation” 
over the “violent repression” by security forces, 
Germany summoned the Iranian ambassador and 
Canada announced sanctions. 

A day earlier, the European Union had 
deplored the crackdown and Tehran said it had 
called in the British and Norwegian envoys. “We 
call on the international community to decisively 
and unitedly take practical steps to stop the killing 
and torture of protesters,” said IHR’s director 
Mahmood Amiry-Moghaddam. 

Video footage and death certificates obtained 
by IHR showed that “live ammunition is being 
directly fired at protesters,” he charged. Riot 
police in black body armour have beaten protest-
ers with truncheons in running street battles, and 
students have torn down large pictures of the 
supreme leader and his predecessor Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini, in recent video footage pub-
lished by AFP. —AFP 
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Kremlin proxies to  
close polls in ‘sham’  
annexation votes 

 
KYIV: Annexation polls were due to close Tuesday in 
Kremlin-controlled regions of Ukraine, as officials in Moscow 
repeated warnings that Russia could use nuclear weapons to 
defend the territories from Ukrainian counter-attacks. 

Kyiv and its allies have denounced the votes as a sham and 
said the West would never recognise the results of the ballots 
that have dramatically ratcheted up the stakes of Russia’s sev-
en-month invasion. Kremlin-installed officials in the four 
regions have said the outcome could be announced as early 
as Tuesday evening or Wednesday. 

“Saving people in the territories where this referendum is 
taking place... is the focus of the attention of our entire socie-
ty and of the entire country,” Vladimir Putin said during a tel-
evised meeting with officials. 

His spokesman Dmitry Peskov said the votes would have 
“radical” legal implications and that the so-called referen-
dums “will also have consequences for security”, referring 
again to Moscow’s threats to use nuclear weapons to 
defend its territory. 

Russian forces in Ukraine this month have suffered serious 
setbacks, both in the east and south of the country, which 
observers say pushed Putin to rush ahead with the vote to 
cement Moscow’s authority there. Putin said Russia would 
use any and all available means to defend its territory, imply-
ing that after the four regions were annexed Moscow could 
deploy strategic nuclear weapons to repulse Ukrainian 
attempts to take back the territory. 

 
Nuclear ‘right’  

“I want to remind you-the deaf who hear only them-
selves: Russia has the right to use nuclear weapons if nec-
essary,” former leader Dmitry Medvedev warned Tuesday 
on social media. 

The four Russian-occupied regions of Ukraine-Donetsk 
and Lugansk in the east and Kherson and Zaporizhzhia in the 
south-announced that they would hold the elections just days 
before voting began last Friday. Together, they form a crucial 
land connection for the Kremlin between Russia and the 
Crimean peninsula, which Moscow annexed in 2014 and is 
otherwise only connected to the mainland by bridge. 

The EU spokesman Peter Stano announced the bloc will 

slap sanctions on organisers of the “illegal” vote, following a 
similar move the UK earlier in the week. French Foreign 
Minister Catherine Colonna meanwhile was in Kyiv for a sur-
prise visit to meet with President Volodymyr Zelensky and 
underscore her country’s support for Ukraine’s “sovereignty 
and territorial integrity”. 

Even Moscow’s closest ally since the start of the invasion, 
Beijing, said after the votes were announced last week that 
Russia should respect territorial integrity in the war. 

 
Counter-offensive  

The so-called referendums fol low a pattern that 
Moscow utilised in Crimea after nationwide street demon-
strations saw Ukraine’s Kremlin-friendly president ousted. 
Like then, the outcome of the ballot is being viewed by 
observers as a foregone conclusion. Election officials 
brought ballot boxes door-to-door in many cases accom-
panied by armed Russian forces. 

Lawmakers are expected to vote hastily to annex the 
territories after the results are announced and Russian 
news agencies have said Putin could sign legislation for-
malising the land grab this week. Ukrainian forces mean-
while have pursued their counter-offensive in the east and 
the governor of the eastern Kharkiv region announced 
Tuesday its forces had recaptured Kupiansk-Vuzlovyi “one 
of the largest logistical and railway junctions” in the 

region, not privy to this week’s vote. 
With fighting continuing along the sprawling frontline, 

AFP journalists were led to the country’s latest suspected 
mass burial site in a shell-damaged and abandoned industrial 
chicken farm. “I was told by the soldiers who came to our vil-
lage that they saw a burial place of soldiers, but they didn’t 
specify the number,” said Lyudmyla Vakulenko, head of the 
Kozacha Lopan local administration. 

The village is in the eastern Kharkiv region where a 
counter-offensive by Ukrainian troops saw dozens of towns 
and villages recaptured. Along with threats to use nuclear 
weapons, Putin announced a mobilisation of hundreds of 
thousands of Russian men to bolster Moscow’s army in 
Ukraine, sparking demonstrations and an exodus of men 
abroad. 

The UN voiced alarm on Tuesday at credible reports of 
nearly 2,400 arrests in less than a week during nationwide 
protests in dozens of cities against the draft order. Ex-Soviet 
Georgia, which was invaded by Russia in 2008, said the num-
bers of Russians crossing its borders had increased to around 
10,000 people daily since Putin’s announcement. 

Kazakhstan, the Central Asian country on Russia’s south-
ern border meanwhile said nearly 100,000 people had 
entered the country since September 21 and its leader 
Kassym-Jomart Tokayev said authorities would “ensure their 
safety”.  —AFP

MARIUPOL, Ukraine: Konstantin Ivashchenko, former CEO of the Azovmash plant and appointed pro-Russian mayor of Mariupol, 
visits a polling station as people vote in a referendum in Mariupol on September 27, 2022.  —AFP


