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ITALY TROOP DEATHS ADDS TO BERLUSCONI TROUBLES
By Gildas Le Roux (AFP) — Sep 18, 2009

ROME — ltaly's Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi tad Friday for a new strategy in Afghanista
so foreign troops can leave, as the Kkilling oflsikians stepped up pressure on his government

Berlusconi said more responsibility must be takemwthe Afghan government as Italy ordered
national tributes to the six soldiers killed intacdde bomb attack in Kabul on Thursday.

A leader of a key member of the ruling coalitiors lsemanded that Italy's 3,250 troops be
withdrawn from Afghanistan before the end of tharye

Berlusconi said 500 troops sent to Afghanistartiiercountry's election would be brought back
Italy could only end its Afghanistan deploymentiwihe agreement of its NATO partners.

"We are keen to bring our boys home as soon asig@$Berlusconi said before an EU summit
Brussels on Thursday. "This is something that wanoadecide alone, because otherwise we w
affect the confidence of other countries presesteXi

On Friday he added that the West needed a stratkgigye in Afghanistan.

"We have to develop a transition strategy to transfore responsibility to the government of
Hamid Karzai," Berlusconi said during a visit tetlhalian chiefs of staff.

"There must be a programme which strengthens {ba&ctty of the Karzai government to guaran
security in the country and at the same time allalved troops to reduce their numbers."

Defence Minister Ignazio La Russa said it wouldd@enistake" to discuss dates for a return unt
NATO and the United Nations had decided it was.safe

A day of national mourning was ordered for the fatgeof the six men on Monday, with a minut
of silence in schools and public administrationsamavide, ANSA news agency reported quotin
government sources.

The national Olympic committee said there wouldabeinute's silence at all sporting events this
weekend.

The bodies of the six are to be flown back to l@ahySaturday, the military said.

Their portraits were spread over the front pageseafly every newspaper, even the main sport
daily Gazzetta dello Sport, on Friday.

The deadly attack has however opened up a newdfgulitical turbulence for Berlusconi, alrea
struggling with record low opinion poll ratings av@s own private life and tensions within his
government.

Italian media highlighted the divisions betweenlBsroni and nationalist leader Umberto Bossi
head of his coalition partner the Northern Leagwer the troop deployment.
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Reforms Minister Bossi said: "The mission in Afglstan is finished. The attempt to bring
democracy to Afghanistan has failed. | hope tha€hyistmas they (the soldiers) will all be home."

D

Raffaello Matarazzo, a researcher with the Inditftinternational Affairs, said Bossi was seeking
to strengthen his position ahead of regional edastnext year, capitalising on public opinion.

Before Thursday's attack opinion polls showed S56qr of Italians opposed to their troops
fighting in Afghanistan.

Matarazzo said La Russa wanted to keep them tifi@rdy not to betray the honour of the soldiers
who had died, while Foreign Minister Franco Frativas anxious not to cause a rift with other
European states and the US by pulling them out.

The analyst said Berlusconi, caught in the midadiéel come up with the "transition strategy" to @
a public in a state of shock the impression thavag doing something.

Italy is the sixth biggest contributor to more tH#30,000 NATO and US-led forces fighting in
Afghanistan, which has faced an increasing numb&alban attacks.

Foreign military deaths in Afghanistan are at rederels -- 357 this year, according to
icasualties.org- and the mounting number has sent support Bt plummeting in Europe and
the United States.
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