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Heading leftwards
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ITALY has seldom looked more like heading leftwards than on the morning after the first round of a primary election to choose the left’s candidate for prime minister.

More than three million people--more than half as many again as had been expected--cast ballots in an exemplary exercise in democracy that even drew expressions of admiration from some prominent centre-right politicians. Many of those who took part spoilt their Sundays to do so. Such was the turnout that queues were long. One of the leading contenders, the mayor of Florence, Matteo Renzi (pictured above), had to wait two hours and forty minutes to cast his ballot.

The result was almost incidental. With 90% of the votes counted, Mr Renzi, who stood on a platform of moderation and generational renewal, was running a predictable second behind the leader of the Democratic Party (PD), Pier Luigi Bersani. The head of the more radical Left, Ecology and Freedom movement (SEL), Nichi Vendola, with which the PD plans to fight next year’s general election next year, was set to finish third with around 16% of the vote.

The organisers said Mr Renzi was on about 36% and Mr Bersani on 45% (though Mr Renzi’s aides claimed the gap was narrower). At all events, these two will now fight it out in a second round on December 2nd. Since Mr Bersani represents the formerly communist wing of the PD, he is the obvious choice for those who voted for Mr Vendola in the first round. But things may not be that simple: the 37 year-old Mr Renzi’s staff claimed that he had bested the PD’s leader in several traditionally ‘red’ areas of central Italy.

It would be a brave psephologist, however, who drew hard and fast conclusions from this poll. The rules were a lot looser than for the American primaries on which it was modelled: anyone could vote who was ready to spend €2 ($2.6) and pledge allegiance to the left. Reporters found plenty of lifelong conservatives who did so.

Some may have been following the lead given by the former prime minister, Silvio Berlusconi, who openly endorsed Mr Renzi. Some may have judged from the opinion polls that the left was bound to win next year and saw in the mayor of Florence the lesser of two evils.

It is worth bearing in mind that Italy is a country that runs largely on patronage and networks of influence. Some right-wingers may have turned out to show others in their town or neighbourhood that they were capable of shifting their allegiances. And if that was indeed a motive, it would suggest that a bandwagon has started to roll.

The left’s successful ballot was in stark contrast to the chaos on the right. The People of Freedom (PdL), the party founded by Mr Berlusconi, still has not decided whether it will hold a primary of its own, due to start on December 16th. That is not least because Mr Berlusconi himself appears to be on the verge of leaving the PdL to found a new movement of his own. His family’s newspaper, Il Giornale, reported that he planned to announce his decision on November 29th. That would be another, even bigger, shot in the arm for the left, because it would split its opponents.

All this is bad news for those who would like Mario Monti, the incumbent prime minister, to stay on. As head of a government of technocrats who has never committed himself to any one party, Mr Monti would be the ideal man to lead a broad coalition in the event of a hung parliament. It is too early to say, but it may be that his services in that role will not be required.

