German Chancellor Friedrich Merz calls for unity amid Italy-France rift over Ukraine talks
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German Chancellor Friedrich Merz has stepped into the fray of a growing diplomatic rift between Italy and France, sparked by the exclusion of Italian Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni from a pivotal meeting of European leaders. This gathering, aimed at coordinating strategies with the White House on the ongoing Ukraine crisis, saw tensions escalate when French President Emmanuel Macron accused Meloni of disseminating “false information” regarding her absence from discussions surrounding the conflict.
Meloni attended a broader European Political Community summit in Albania, which included over 40 leaders, including Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy. However, she was notably missing from a breakout session involving key figures such as Merz, Macron, Sir Keir Starmer of the UK, and Poland’s Donald Tusk, who later participated in a call with Trump and Zelenskyy to address the Ukraine situation. This particular meeting focused on a collective condemnation of Vladimir Putin’s demands, and Meloni’s non-participation has led to significant scrutiny within Italy.
The Italian Prime Minister attributed her exclusion to a refusal to join a proposed coalition of nations that would send troops to Ukraine, a position consistent with Italy's longstanding reluctance to engage militarily in the conflict. “It would not make sense for us to take part in formats that have goals in which we are not willing to participate,” she stated to journalists in Tirana. In contrast, Macron asserted that troop discussions had not been on the table in recent talks, urging both leaders and the public to refrain from spreading misinformation, particularly as Russia is already known for its disinformation tactics.
Merz, in an effort to mitigate the fallout, appealed for unity during a press conference in Rome, suggesting that Italy must play an integral role in all European initiatives concerning Ukraine. He stated, “We must not allow ourselves to be divided,” highlighting the importance of cohesion among EU members in the face of conflict. At this event, Meloni echoed sentiments of solidarity, urging leaders to prioritise the “unity of the West” and advocating for a “just peace” that does not coerce Ukraine into submission.
However, the incident has ignited a backlash in Italy, with various critics accusing Meloni of mismanaging her country’s diplomatic relations and playing into personal grievances towards Macron. Some allies have suggested her decision was not only strategic but also influenced by a personal disdain for the French President. Carlo Calenda, a centrist lawmaker, voiced concerns over Meloni’s decision-making, asserting that it jeopardises Italy's stature in international diplomacy.
Notably, Meloni's relationship with European leaders has been fraught, stemming from mutual disdain with Macron since her election in late 2022. Tensions have flared previously, highlighted by Macron's choice to exclude her from critical discussions, such as a private dinner with Zelenskyy earlier this year. Compounding these diplomatic strains, Meloni's rapport with Merz's predecessor, Olaf Scholz, was also marked by conflict, particularly concerning migration policies.
Nevertheless, Merz's outreach signifies a potential thaw in relations, with the German Chancellor referring to Meloni in an informal manner, emphasising a desire for a “strong, secure and competitive Europe.” His approach aims to foster collaboration and address the urgent need for a unified European stance on the Ukraine issue.
Meanwhile, Meloni's recent diplomatic manoeuvring included hosting a trilateral meeting with U.S. Vice President JD Vance and European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen, which sought to reaffirm transatlantic ties amidst ongoing tensions. This meeting was significant for underscoring Italy’s pivotal role in bridging relations between Europe and the Trump administration, a position Meloni seems keen to cultivate, especially as the geopolitical landscape remains precarious.
As discussions surrounding the G7 call commemorate the third anniversary of Russia’s invasion continue, Meloni's balancing act—maintaining her support for Ukraine while navigating her relationship with Trump—remains crucial. Analysts have noted that her navigation between these alliances might affect Italy’s broader diplomatic stature, particularly in light of Europe's hesitance towards Trump's polarising rhetoric regarding Ukraine.
Ultimately, the intricacies of these diplomatic relationships highlight the challenges confronting European leaders as they strive for a unified response to the ongoing conflict, while also managing internal dynamics that threaten to fracture cohesion within the European Union.
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