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Italy’s centre-left approves sweeping political reforms

By Guy Dinmore in Rome

Matteo Renzi, leader of Italy’s centre-left Democratic party, has laid out his plan for sweeping reforms of the electoral system and constitution aimed at ending political instability and weak governments.

The proposals were adopted by the party’s national committee on Monday night after a debate in which the 39-year-old reformist rejected criticism by leftwingers of the pact he reached at the weekend with Silvio Berlusconi. The former prime minister was expelled from the senate following his conviction for tax fraud last year but remains leader of his centre-right opposition Forza Italia party.

“Who was I supposed to meet with? Dudu?” Mr Renzi declared, referring to Mr Berlusconi’s pet poodle. Breaking what amounts to a party taboo, Mr Renzi said the former prime minister, even as a convicted criminal who is barred from running for office, had gained his political legitimacy from the Italians who had voted for him last February. 

Mr Renzi won a landslide victory in primaries for the party leadership last month and is seeking to push through political and economic reforms before making his own bid to succeed Enrico Letta, the party’s former deputy leader, as prime minister. But Mr Renzi stressed that the lengthy parliamentary procedures needed to approve the reforms demonstrated that he had no hidden intention of bringing down Mr Letta’s coalition before its stated objective of holding elections in 2015.

While Mr Renzi’s hand was strengthened by the party’s adoption of his proposals – with no votes cast against – Mr Letta’s government still needs the support of its junior coalition parties, including centrists and centre-right politicians who broke with Mr Berlusconi last year, to ensure stability. 

A proposed electoral law follows a ruling last month by a constitutional court that the existing law – in force for the past three elections since 2006 – was unconstitutional. The court rejected the system of blocked lists that deprive voters of the right to choose their representatives directly, and said the awarding of bonus seats to the largest party or coalition was invalid without a minimum threshold.

Mr Renzi’s electoral reform is based on a proportional system that would guarantee a parliamentary majority of 53-55 per cent for the largest party or coalition winning at least 35 per cent of the total vote. If no group reached that threshold – as happened in last February’s elections with the emergence of the anti-establishment Five Star Movement – a run-off would be held, with the winner taking 53 per cent of parliament.

Attacking what he called the “power of blackmail” by smaller parties, Mr Renzi said the changes would set a threshold for entering parliament of 5 per cent for those in coalitions and 8 per cent for those running alone.

Opinion polls point to a close contest between a centre-left coalition led by the Democrats and the centre-right led by Forza Italia, with possibly neither reaching the 35 per cent threshold. The Five Star Movement has lost several points after polling 25 per cent of the vote last February. 

Mr Renzi said he aimed to have the electoral law passed by May. Some speakers during Monday’s debate questioned whether the proposals were constitutional.

Mr Renzi’s three-part package would also change the 1948 constitution that gave Italy a “perfect” bicameral system where the lower house and senate hold equal powers. The intention of the country’s postwar leaders was to create checks and balances in response to the fascist era, but the result has often been stalemate instead. Under the changes, the senate would be replaced by a consultative body composed of representatives appointed by the regions and localities.

“This means no more ping-pong between chambers,” Mr Renzi said, declaring that “70 years of perfect bicameralism has not worked”.

Other constitutional changes would strengthen the powers of the central government in certain sectors, including energy, tourism and transport where policies set in Rome are often blocked by regional and local authorities. 

Such changes require a long process of two readings in parliament and Mr Renzi set a target of passing the first approval in the senate by May.

Although Mr Renzi has the backing of his own party, he has less sway over many of its more leftwing MPs elected last February and could still face a battle in parliament. Mr Renzi’s imposition of his newfound authority as party leader is also seen as undermining Mr Letta, with commentators saying their relationship has reached a low. The prime minister did not attend the party leadership meeting on Monday and has made little comment on the proposals. 
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