
 
 
 
Berlusconi sweeps to power, Europe cautious 
 
By Gideon Long 

ROME, May 14 (Reuters) - Billionaire tycoon Silvio Berlusconi swept back to 
power at the head of a centre-right alliance on Monday, ousting Italy's ruling 
centre-left coalition after a no-holds-barred general election campaign.  

His dramatic victory prompted a cautious reaction from Italy's European 
Union partners, nervous about his right-wing coalition allies, but there was no 
threat of sanctions like those the EU imposed on Austria last year for similar 
reasons.  

Berlusconi's bloc - his Forza Italia party, the far-right National Alliance and 
the devolutionist Northern League - won an absolute majority in the upper 
house Senate and was poised to take the Chamber of Deputies too.  

His opponent, centre-left leader Francesco Rutelli, conceded defeat, paving 
the way for Berlusconi to become prime minister again after seven years in 
opposition.  

"I acknowledge the legitimate electoral victory of the centre right," a tired-
looking Rutelli told a news conference.  

Berlusconi, speaking publicly for the first time since he voted on Sunday 
morning, vowed to form a strong administration capable of lasting a full five-
year legislature - something Italy's 58 previous post-war governments have 
failed to do.  

"Those who have voted have shown their desire for change. We will not let 
them down and will govern with stability for a full five years," he said in a 
televised address.  



"We are proud to be part of the European Union and to have a special 
relationship with the United States. We will work to reinforce those ties."  

The big question hanging over Berlusconi's victory was the extent to which he 
would have to rely on loyalty in the Senate from the mercurial Northern 
League, which torpedoed his last administration after just seven months in 
1994.  

Official final results from the Interior Ministry showed the centre right had 
177 seats in the 315-seat upper house to the centre-left's 125. Even with the 
nine extra unelected life senators, that was a comfortable margin.  

It was not immediately clear, though, whether Berlusconi would have a 
majority without the Northern League senators. Support for the League was 
down from the last election in 1996.  

If he does, analysts say his government could be one of the most stable in 
Italy's history. If he does not, the League and its firebrand leader Umberto 
Bossi could play a pivotal role.  

The League said it had around 16 or 17 senators - a number which could cause 
problems for Berlusconi and ruffle the feathers of EU allies, who have already 
expressed unease over the League's Eurosceptic and anti-immigrant leanings.  

"I respect Italian democracy and I have confidence in the Italian people," said 
French Foreign Minister Hubert Vedrine, whose leftist government played a 
lead role in imposing a diplomatic blackout on Vienna last year.  

"But given what this country represents in Europe we will be very attentive to 
the way in which the government will be made up and to its policies. 
Attentive, and if needs be vigilant."  

Austrian Foreign Minister Benita Ferrero-Waldner, however, said Italy would 
have "a legitimate government, based on a democratic election. Berlusconi is 
someone who does not raise any doubts about Europe."  

Berlusconi was on course for a handsome majority in the lower house of 
parliament. Latest results showed the centre right capturing 276 seats in the 
630-member Chamber of Deputies, with Rutelli's bloc holding just 180.  



A coalition must secure a majority in both houses before President Carlo 
Azeglio Ciampi can ask it to form a government.  

Berlusconi, in a later television interview, said he never had any doubts his 
coalition would win both houses.  

"We expected it and anounced it more than once," he said. "I had no doubts. 
At a certain point last night I switched off the TV and went to sleep."  

Of his coalition partners, he said: "We've been working together for years. I 
think we can work very well together in parliament."  

With a message of free enterprise and an end to bureaucracy, Berlusconi won 
a campaign more like a U.S. presidential race than a traditional Italian 
parliamentary election, focusing heavily on the personalities of the tycoon, 64, 
and Rutelli, 46.  

The results suggested most Italians had shrugged off concerns over the 
potential conflict in Berlusconi's position as head of a multi-billion dollar 
business empire and leader of the world's sixth-biggest economy.  

European media led by Britain's The Economist had denounced him as unfit to 
rule Italy because of his business interests and past trials for bribery and 
illegal party financing, on which he was acquitted on appeal.  

He still faces two trials for bribery and false accounting, charges he denies.  

Financial markets, however, were more interested in whether Berlusconi 
would command a stable majority.  

"The positive for Italy is it's going to be the strongest post-war government if 
the majorities are as expected for Berlusconi," Kirit Shah of Sanwa 
International in London told Reuters. "It may be a more stable government."  
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