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A jester in Sicily

Since Beppe Grillo stepped on to Italy’s political stage a few years ago, the activist and comedian has been dismissed by the establishment as a buffoon. So far, however, he has had the last laugh. 

Just months after his Five Star Movement won its first significant election – to the mayoralty of the northern city of Parma – it has become the largest party in Sicily. With a general election scheduled for next spring, it is time for Rome’s political elites to take Mr Grillo more seriously. 

Italy is going through its most momentous transition since the collapse of the postwar political order in 1992. Following the departure of Silvio Berlusconi, the centre-right that he led has imploded, leaving a vast electoral space. The economy, stagnant for more than a decade, is in recession. Struggling under austerity and disgusted by new waves of corruption scandals, voters are turning away from mainstream parties. 

Mr Grillo, with his spirited rhetoric, is a magnet for this anger. His programme includes proposals which capture the mood of the electorate, such as cutting the vast salaries paid to politicians, or preventing those with a criminal record from standing for parliament. Had Italy’s mainstream parties endorsed these sensible demands, Mr Grillo would not have the support he enjoys today. Instead, they turned a deaf ear. 

The Five Star Movement offers no coherent solution to the problems facing Italy. Mr Grillo calls for a referendum on the euro, but does not discuss how he would manage the steep depreciation following a departure from the common currency. His plan to reduce government debt through unspecified cuts in wasteful spending are too vague to be taken seriously. 

Yet without tangible reform by the mainstream parties, it should be no surprise if voters continue to give Mr Grillo the benefit of the doubt. This is why both the Democrats on the left and the People of Liberty on the right must apply new ethical standards when they choose their candidates for the general election. They should also rejuvenate their ranks and open them up to outsiders, addressing the voters’ sense of exclusion.

Crucially, both parties must commit to the passage of an anti-corruption bill that has drifted in parliament for two years, and reform the electoral law that does not allow voters to express a preference for their favourite candidate. Without such reforms, Italy’s political elites will remain the most effective canvassers for the buffoon they so disdain. 

