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Candidates of the centre-left and centre-right triumphed yesterday in the first round of Romania's presidential elections, according to exit polls.

The outcome means Traian Basescu, the centre-right incumbent, and Mircea Geoana, his Social Democrat challenger, will face off in a second round in two weeks.

The exit polls gave Mr Basescu - who focused on the fight against corruption during his five years in office - 34 per cent of the vote. Mr Geoana, a technocratic former foreign minister and ambassador to Washington, was on 31 per cent. But many analysts expect supporters of Crin Antonescu, the third-placed candidate of the National Liberals, to back Mr Geoana.

Voters also gave overwhelming backing to a non-binding referendum on abolishing one of the two chambers of parliament and cutting the number of MPs.

A caretaker government has been in charge since the Social Democrats walked out on the Democrat Liberal government of Emil Boc, an ally of Mr Basescu, following the sacking of the Social Democrat interior minister.

The political crisis prompted the International Monetary Fund and the European Union to postpone payment of a €1.5bn ($2.2bn, £1.3bn) tranche of the €20bn bail-out package they agreed with the south-east European nation in the spring, forcing the indebted country to tap the capital markets and its commercial banks to finance a budget deficit that is forecast to hit 7.3 per cent this year.

Analysts hope a president with a fresh mandate will be better placed to push for the creation of a sustainable coalition and better able to drive through spending cuts demanded by the IMF.

Mr Basescu, a former sea captain turned mayor of Bucharest, promises to continue the fight against corruption. Although this has been the signature issue of his time in office, progress has been limited. Romania was recently ranked as one of the EU's three most corrupt countries by Transparency International, the anti-corruption watchdog.

Mr Geoana, a former foreign minister, promises a more consensual and technocratic alternative to Mr Basescu's confrontational style of politics.

Despite the high stakes, turnout was low. Just 36 per cent of the electorate had cast their vote by 4pm local time, with many Romanians appearing to have grown cynical at a rowdy political environment that has brought the country its third government in four years. "I really can't see what's at stake in this election," said Ana Voinea, a 29-year-old economist who chose not to vote.

The election was also marred by widespread reports of fraud.

After just six hours, more than 157,000 votes had been cast at special voting centres set up for people unable to vote in their place of residence. The number, which was far higher than expected, has prompted allegations of multiple voting.

The interior ministry said it was investigating alongside several cases of alleged vote-buying.
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