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Il Cavaliere takes Italians for a ride
Berlusconi’s MPs should serve citizens, not their leader
Barely five months after Enrico Letta was sworn in as prime minister, Italy is staring down the barrel of a new political crisis. The gun is being held by Silvio Berlusconi, the leader of the centre-right and former premier, who on Saturday ordered his five ministers to resign from the coalition government. 

Mr Berlusconi is trying hard to camouflage the real motives behind his reckless choice. The discredited tycoon argues that he only reacted to the government’s decision to raise Italy’s consumption tax from next month. But the crisis is plainly the consequence of Mr Berlusconi’s personal misfortunes. In August, the Supreme Court in Rome found him guilty of tax fraud. This week, a committee in Italy’s Senate will vote on booting him out of parliament. As has been shown time and again over the past two decades, Mr Berlusconi has placed his own interests ahead of his country.

Mr Berlusconi’s careless display of chutzpah will add to the difficulties facing Italians as they endure the most severe economic crisis in decades. The intervention of the European Central Bank, alongside the fiscal consolidation efforts by successive governments, have helped to ease pressure on Italy’s sovereign debt. But renewed political turmoil is bound to scare off investors, who will demand a premium to keep lending to Rome. It will also damp down confidence, choking off the few and fragile signs of economic recovery that have begun to appear.

It is not yet clear what will emerge from the political fog in Rome. Mr Berlusconi wants a snap election as soon as possible, but some within his own party are taking a more dovish stance. Giorgio Napolitano, Italy’s president, has stated he will seek alternatives to avoid dissolving parliament.

Italy needs a government that can pass the reforms required to bring back growth and restore voters’ trust in a discredited political system. So far, the government led by Mr Letta has largely failed on both fronts, as it was entangled in vetoes by the coalition parties. The crisis offers politicians on both sides the possibility of a fresh start. In particular, parliamentarians from Mr Berlusconi’s party have a last chance to show they have been elected to serve the Italian citizens, not their leader. 

If a new agreement proves to be impossible, then another election should not be a taboo. Markets would almost certainly give Italy a bumpy ride. But the hope must be that voters will punish Mr Berlusconi’s party for the mess it has inflicted on Italy. 

