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Berlusconi’s fate hinges on allies
Past escapes from legal trouble
little help as rivals gain leverage

ANALYSIS
------------------------------------------

Victor L. Simpson
Rome
AP

------------------------------------------

From cruise ship crooner to
billionaire media mogul to Ita-
ly’s dominant political figure,
Prime Minister Silvio Berlus-
coni has achieved an improba-
ble rise to power.

Now, dogged by a sex scan-
dal and ordered back to trial
this week to face corruption
and fraud charges, he is star-
ing into the abyss of a spectac-
ular downfall. But this master
of self-transformation has
bounced back from scandal
countless times in the past,
and the Constitutional Court’s
decision Wednesday to lift his
political immunity as prime
minister may be just another
chink in his Teflon armor.

With the opposition in disar-
ray, the people still behind
him, and almost inexhaustible
avenues for appeal, Berlus-
coni’s fate ironically rests with
his political allies.

The most dangerous sharks
swimming in Berlusconi’s pool
are key figures of his own coali-
tion: one the boisterous head of
a xenophobic party, the other a
cool-headed former neofascist
who considers himself the me-
dia magnate’s successor.

Despite setbacks that would
have cost other leaders their
jobs long ago, the 73-year-old
Italian leader says he has no
intention of stepping down and
intends to serve the final 31/2

years of his term.
He has hunkered down into

combat mode, denouncing the
high court judges as ‘‘leftist’’
and apparently implying the
largely ceremonial president
—  a dignified figure who has
sought to be a voice of reason
— is a communist stooge.

There is little question that
the decision by the high court
to remove Berlusconi’s immu-
nity as prime minister, which
opened the way for his corrup-
tion trial to resume, comes as
a massive political blow that
could hobble his government
even if he clings to power.

Preparing for court appear-
ances and constantly defend-
ing himself against political
attacks will be a major dis-
traction from such critical is-
sues as Italy’s economic crisis
and Afghanistan.

Stefano Folli, a commenta-
tor for business daily Il Sole 24
Ore, calls this the ‘‘most critical
moment of his political life.’’

But Berlusconi never quite

seems so alive as when he is
battling his critics — and the
broader Italian public often
appears to applaud the specta-
cle of the prime minister
sneering and snarling as he
fends off his accusers.

Berlusconi’s enduring popu-
larity may lie partly in the
way he is seen by millions as
the living embodiment of their
dreams — a man who rose

from nothing to become Italy’s
richest and most powerful
man, wielding the reins of
state even as he parties on
yachts with starlets.

A  s a businessman, he has
shown a genius for tapping into
powerful national obsessions.

In a soccer-crazy nation, he
owns AC Milan, one of Italy’s
most successful clubs. And his
media empire has fed Italy an
endless stream of glitz that has
helped the masses live ‘‘la dolce
vita’’ — the sweet life.

Polls have shown that Ber-
lusconi, who has ruled for seven
of the past eight years, still en-
joys broad support in Italy de-
spite accusations from his wife
that he has had inappropriate
relationships with far younger
women and allegations from a
self-described call girl that he
spent a night with her.

The premier said Thursday
he will go on TV and appear in
courtrooms to prove that cor-
ruption and tax fraud charges in
two trials against him are false.

If anyone proves Berlus-
coni’s downfall, it could very
well be his coalition partners.

One key ally, Umberto Bos-
si, head of the anti-immigrant
Northern League, said he
needs the government to carry

out its promised federalist re-
forms, shifting some tax and
other powers away from
Rome to individual regions.

Berlusconi is generally
lukewarm to federalism — but
would cross the unpredictable
Bossi at his peril: He brought
down Berlusconi’s first gov-
ernment after only a few
months in 1994. The premier’s
legal woes could turn him into
a hostage to Bossi’s whims,
and make him lose credibility
with the public.

Gianfranco Fini, the speak-
er of the lower house, is sound-
ing ever more statesmanlike
as he moves from the far right
to mainline European conser-
vatism. Italian newspapers
said he was irritated by Ber-
lusconi’s attacks on the presi-
dent, and he has increasingly
appeared to distance himself
from his partner in power.

If Berlusconi is dragged in-
to a legal quagmire, Fini may
find it harder to resist a grab
for power. And in stark con-
trast to Berlusconi’s sleazy
image, Fini comes across to
the public as squeaky clean.

The corruption trial is partic-
ularly threatening for Berlus-
coni, because the prime minis-
ter’s codefendant has already

been convicted of accepting a
bribe to lie in court to protect
him. Even if convicted, Berlus-
coni could still stay in power as
sentences in Italy are usually
not served until all avenues of
appeal are exhausted.

In the Milan corruption trial
Berlusconi was accused of or-
dering the 1997 payment of at
least $600,000 to British lawyer
David Mills in exchange for
the lawyer’s false testimony at
two hearings in other corrup-

tion cases in the 1990s.
In a separate ruling just a few

days ago, his Fininvest holding
company was ordered to pay
¤750 million ($1 billion) to a rival
for its 1990s takeover of the Mon-
dadori publishing house. Finin-
vest said Wednesday that the
ruling is unjust and that it will
seek to suspend the ‘‘absurd’’
judgment pending an appeal.

The civil damage award
stems from a case in which
three Berlusconi associates

were convicted of paying off a
judge to overturn a ruling that
had gone in favor of industrial-
ist Carlo de Benedetti and
against Berlusconi for control
of Mondadori.

It is de Benedetti’s media
group that has been spear-
heading the coverage of the
sex scandal, including putting
a tape on its Web site of spicy
conversations in bed between
a call girl and a man it identi-
fied as Berlusconi.

Working together for
progress, happiness
It is with great pleasure that
we take this opportunity to ex-
press our most sincere con-
gratulations today to the peo-
ple of the Republic of the Fiji
Islands as they celebrate the
39th anniversary of their inde-
pendence.

The world at large has
reached a turning point.
Things we formerly took for
granted, even with respect to
our global economy, social
structures and global environ-
ment, have changed beyond
recognition.

Pacific Rim island nations
such as the Republic of the Fiji
Islands are blessed with a
beautiful and abundant natu-
ral environment, and they
have long enjoyed the prosper-
ity this environment affords.
The global warming we are
witnessing today has brought
with it not only nature’s bless-
ings, however, but also severe
natural calamities. Fiji suf-
fered from heavy flooding ear-
lier this year, and the Pan-Pa-
cific region has experienced
growing numbers of major
earthquakes and tsunami.

Prime Minister Yukio Hato-
yama made a pledge Sept. 24
at the United Nations Summit
on Climate Change to slash
greenhouse gas emissions by
25 percent from their 1990 lev-
els by 2020. He also announced
Japan’s readiness to boost its
financial and technical assis-

tance to developing countries
as they tackle the challenges
facing them in this area.

This ambitious plan to curb
emissions will not be easy to
achieve. It will require the co-
operation of countries
throughout the world, and it
will be especially incumbent
on Pacific Rim nations, which
can expect to suffer the effects
of global warming with partic-
ular severity, to work together
to protect the global environ-
ment in order to assure their
prosperity and preserve the
happiness of their people.

We have been pleased to see
an increasingly close relation-
ship develop between the Re-
public of Fiji and Japan in re-
cent years.

In the economic sphere, Fiji
is gaining recognition among
Japanese today for its beautiful
pearls, in addition to its re-
nowned tourism and fisheries
industries. It is also earning a
reputation among young people
and senior citizens as a highly
attractive venue for p u r s u i n g
English-language studies.

As the future unfolds, the Ja-
pan-Fiji Friendship Society will
continue to serve as a bridge
between our two countries, and
to contribute to the continuing
progress and growing prosperi-
ty of the Republic of the Fiji Is-
lands.
(The Japan-Fiji Friendship
Society)

Preoccupied: Italian Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi walks past an honor guard in Rome on
his way to meet Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas on Wednesday. AFP-JIJI

Cultural tradition: The preparation of kav a, or yapona, for
Fijian ceremonies is very elaborate. EMBASSY OF FIJI

Berlusconi’s popularity
lies partly in the way he
is seen by millions as
the embodiment of
their dreams — a man
who wields the reins of
state even as he parties
on yachts with starlets.

Change, peace and prosperity through education
Ulaiasi Ravula
CHARGE ´ D’AFFAIRES A.I. OF THE REPUBLIC

OF THE FIJI ISLANDS

------------------------------------------

The Republic of the Fiji Is-
lands is celebrating today the
39th anniversary of its inde-
pendence with confidence for
a brighter future. Thirty-nine
years ago on
Oct. 10, 1970,
the government
and people of
Fiji were given
instruments to
enter the arena
of free nations
and pursue
their destiny as a sovereign
nation.

I  t i  s a great pleasure and
honor on this memorable oc-
casion to extend on behalf of
the government and people of
Fiji, warm greetings to Their
Imperial Majesties Emperor
Akihito and Empress Michiko,
and members of the Imperial
household, as well as to the
government and people of this
great nation Japan. I would al-
so like to extend warm greet-
ings and ‘‘bula vinaka’’ to all
Fiji nationals in Japan, and to
applaud them for their contin-
ued support to the embassy
and for the various roles that

they play in promoting Fiji.
Fiji’s diversity

This year’s Fiji Day inde-
pendence celebration is based
on the theme ‘‘Moving Fiji To-
ward Change, Peace and
Prosperity Through Educa-
tion.’’ The theme encompasses
the spirit of Fiji’s Strategic
Framework for Change, a so-
ciopolitical road map de-
signed to ensure a sustainable
democratic system for our
country to truly accommodate
the various distinctly unique
races and cultures of our cos-
mopolitan country, and is
guided by the visions and pil-
lars of the Peoples Charter for
Change, Peace and Progress.

This theme reflects our gen-
uine intention to create a blue-
print for our future genera-
tions that despite the dispari-
ties and differences in
opinions and cultures of the
people of Fiji, true peace and
prosperity can be attained
through unison on a collective
front. The theme, therefore,
recognizes that we are at the
crossroads of our journey in

nationhood, appreciating our
diversity and moving together
in harmony.
Political relations

Fiji is thankful to the gov-
ernment and people of Japan
for their unwavering support
amid the political changes
that Fiji is facing. It is during
such times that Fiji needs the
cooperation and support of na-
tions ready to extend their as-
sistance. Japan and the Re-
public of the Fiji Islands have
enjoyed friendly and coopera-
tive relations since the estab-
lishment of diplomatic rela-
tions between the two coun-
tries in 1970. Such relations
have been developed through
people exchange and Japan’s
economic cooperation to Fiji
under its bilateral assistance

programs.
We are also thankful to the

Japan-Fiji Parliamentary
League, which has been and
remains a vital avenue for dia-
logue and networking between
the two countries. Fiji looks
forward to stronger ties and
consolidation of bilateral rela-
tions between our countries in
the future.
Trade, tourism

Fiji continues to enjoy trad-
ing ties with Japan, with
strong trade balance perfor-
mances recorded for certain
months this year. Fiji imports
from Japan vehicles, vehicle
accessories, machinery and
electronic items. Fiji’s major
export components include
wood chips, marine products
and beverages. The export of

precious stones, in particular
Fiji cultured pearls, has also
contributed to Fiji’s trade bal-
ance as niche markets in Ja-
pan for the pearls are steadily
growing.

The global economic slow-
down has been a challenge to
our economy as it has to other
economies around the world.
Despite these recent setbacks,
Fiji continues to maintain bi-
lateral and multilateral trade
relations with Japan. For this
we are thankful to our trading
partners, agencies and com-
panies in Japan for actively
engaging with Fiji. We are al-
so thankful for the significant
roles played by the Pacific Is-
land Center (PIC) and
JETRO, and for their resil-
ience in facilitating the pro-
motion of Fiji products in the
Japanese market. Through
the assistance of the PIC, ma-
jor Fiji companies have been
able to effectively market
their products in Japan
through sponsored trade
shows.

The tourism industry re-
mains one of Fiji’s top foreign
exchange earners, and has al-
so become one of the largest
sources of economic growth in
comparison with other indus-
tries such as sugar, garments
and other sectors. Fiji has
long been a popular vacation
spot that attracts visitors
from around the world and is a
favorite honeymoon destina-
tion. The recent establishment
of upmarket resorts affiliated

with renowned international
hotel chains will enhance the
industry’s capacity to accom-
modate existing demands and
provide employment for our
people.

Approximately 23,000 Japa-
nese visitors travel to Fiji an-
nually. This number is gradu-
ally increasing as a result of
concentrated marketing by
the Tourism Fiji Japan Office.
The introduction of new air
routes connecting several
Japanese cities with Fiji
through Air Calin and Conti-
nental Airlines will add to visi-
tor arrivals. Fiji is renowned
for its friendliness and hospi-
tality, and these qualities
bring visitors back to Fiji.
Japanese aid to Fiji

Japan remains one of Fiji’s
major donors in the economic
and social sectors. Japan has
provided funds for capital
works, technical experts and
volunteers, and has also facili-
tated long- and short-term
training for several Fiji na-
tionals in Japan. Japan an-
nounced at the Pacific Lead-
ers Meeting (PALM 5) in Hok-
kaido this May the extension
of ¥50 billion in aid to Pacific
island nations for the next
three years to assist in coun-
tering climate change and oth-
er challenges confronting
them. The assistance extend-
ed will strengthen Japan’s
partnership with Pacific is-
land countries.

The Japan International Co-
operation Agency (JICA) con-

tinues to provide valuable as-
sistance through technical
training and human resources
development for Fiji nationals
through its Overseas Volun-
teer Cooperation programs.
The Organization for Industri-
al, Spiritual and Cultural Ad-
vancement (OISCA) contin-
ues to operate the National
Youth Training Center in Siga-
toka. Fiji is grateful for the as-
sistance provided by OISCA
International through its ca-
pacity development and envi-
ronmental programs over the
years, empowering our young
people with basic skills in agri-
culture, management of com-
munity development projects
and environment conserva-
tion activities.

A number of Fiji nationals
are pursuing degrees in vari-
ous disciplines at some of Ja-
pan’s renowned universities
under Japan-funded scholar-
ships. A small community of
Fiji nationals resides and
works here, making Japan
their home. Some of our top
rugby players are playing for
teams in the Japan Rugby Top
League competition.
Reasons for celebration

In conclusion, we as a na-
tion have a lot to be thankful
for. Our nation is a beautiful
island of tranquillity in the
midst of worldwide upheav-
als. Fiji is blessed with peace
and prosperity. We have a
compassionate and resilient
people of many races who
have learned to live together

over the years despite their
differences. This is evident in
our collective effort to help
each other overcome upheav-
als caused by nature and man.

We have continued to sup-
port international peacekeep-
ing missions in the world’s
trouble spots and in countries
emerging out of conflict situa-
tions under the United Nations
banner. Our men and women
who have served in U.N. mis-
sions have been recognized for
their bravery.

As we celebrate today, we
as a nation have every reason
to be grateful to Almighty God
for his mercies, which have
enabled us as a nation to be
where we are today, a nation
poised for greater things.

May I take this wonderful
opportunity to extend our ap-
preciation to all our corporate
sponsors, the Japan-Fiji
Friendship Society, the Ja-
pan-Fiji Parliamentary
League, Nihon Fiji Kai, and
members of the Fiji communi-
ty and friends for their sup-
port, and genuine commit-
ment to the promotion of good
will between Japan and Fiji.

Finally, my sincere grati-
tude goes to The Japan Times
whose generous support we
have always received over the
years and for allowing us this
tremendous opportunity to
celebrate Fiji’s 39th anniver-
sary of independence with its
readers. It is our hope that Ja-
pan will continue to assist Fiji
make the theme of the Fiji
Day 2009 celebration ‘‘Moving
Fiji Toward Change, Peace
and Prosperity Through Edu-
cation’’ a reality.

Thank you very much.
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