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A pugnacious populist and former leadership rival was not the Greek prime minister’s first choice for finance minister – nor even his second. But in appointing Evangelos Venizelos to the second hottest seat in Greek politics, George Papandreou yielded to pressure from his fractious Socialist party after threats by deputies to bring the government down over a new austerity package.

Mr Venizelos, a 54-year-old constitutional lawyer, replaced George Papaconstantinou in Friday’s cabinet reshuffle. He faces a steep learning curve; he has no experience in a finance job and is due to participate in his first meeting with his eurozone peers this Sunday. As minister he will face hard choices in implementing structural reforms in the public sector, including closures and mergers of some 300 state organisations.

A former defence minister and long-time rival of the premier, Mr Venizelos accepted the finance post on Friday after initially refusing it, according to one Socialist party official. In 2007 he launched an unsuccessful bid to unseat Mr Papandreou within hours of his defeat in a general election.

Mr Papandreou had also offered the finance position to Lucas Papademos, a former central bank governor who has acted as an unofficial adviser to the premier since retiring last year as deputy president of the European Central Bank.

Another member of a group of Athens economists and bankers sounded out for cabinet posts also refused the position, claiming the new government could prove short-lived.

Mr Venizelos, an eloquent parliamentary speaker and tough backroom player, is still seen as a potential rival to Mr Papandreou, with his own power base in the party’s nationalist faction and a strong following in northern Greece.

“This is a make-or-break job,” said Andreas Andrianopoulos, director of Forum for Greece, a think-tank.

“He has to implement a very demanding programme of economic reforms drawn up by his predecessor.”

A former aide said Mr Venizelos was keen to move on as the defence job had lost its appeal after armed forces procurement was frozen in the economic crisis.

Mr Venizelos was due to spend the weekend studying Greece’s medium-term reform plan agreed between his predecessor and the European Union, IMF and European Central Bank.

He was also brushing up his French and English ahead of Sunday’s meeting of eurozone finance ministers to discuss details of Greece’s next bail-out loan.
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