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Introduction
Over the last months, the uncertainties about the international system as a whole and specific regions have further increased. Such
uncertainties concern, first of all, the international distribution of
power and prestige. The latter entails the loss of direction of the
American leadership, the uncertain growth of potential new poles
of a possible multipolar system, and the diffusion of power, as
shown by the proliferation of non-conventional threats by non-state
actors. Likewise, the political and institutional evolution of single
actors – starting from the most important – looks just as uncertain.
This is portrayed, on the one hand, by the crisis of efficiency and
legitimacy of representative democracies and, on the other, by the
deterioration and paralysis of international institutions, particularly
the EU. Finally, in the background, uncertainties on globalization
and economic growth linger, feeding further uncertainties and social fragilities bound to interact with the institutional and political
crisis of states and institutions.
Although uncertainty has been marking the international system
for a decade, last year’s events have further exacerbated it and put
it at a center stage: the victory of Brexit; the ever-growing success
of populist and nationalist movements across Europe; the unnerving paralysis of the international community on the war in Syria;
the new wave of terrorist attacks in Europe; the new economic and
political crises of pivotal states in their respective regions: Brazil,
South Africa, Egypt, and Turkey. Not to mention Donald Trump’s
victory in the US presidential election, which may turn out to be a
new and momentous source of uncertainty, especially with regard
to US-EU relations, the residual resilience of the multilateral framework, as well as the international economic balance of power.
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The 2017 edition of the ISPI Annual Report explores how this
uncertainty is spreading. This, in turn, complicates the moves of
every political and economic actor, while putting into question the
usefulness and validity of categories and explanatory tools that
scholars used to describe the international environment over the
last three decades. The first chapter in this volume offers an overall
view on this upheaval. On the surface, the streak of political shocks
in 2016 would be enough to set off a cascade of uncertainties concerning the future of US foreign policy, the endurance of the international multilateral framework and, of course, the evolution of
ongoing crises, starting from Syria. To complicate this already uncertain scenario, the overall institutional layout of the international
system is sinking deep into rough waters, undermining any chance
for optimistic expectations about the future: it will be harder to take
decisions or to foresee and understand the decisions of others.
All of the fundamental dimensions of the international context
play a crucial role in this process. First, and not by chance, the distribution of power and prestige is undergoing a radical change, and
has today become one of the fundamental driving forces of the uncertainty affecting the main actors of the current international environment – calling into question their very national or cultural identity. Second, the outline of international political alignments, i.e. the
extent and status of alliances, partnerships, and informal cooperation, is turning out to be unstable as well. Moreover, a contemporary
crisis of legitimacy and expectations encompasses every fundamental dimension of the current juridical-political system, starting from
the “structural principles” that characterized every past model of
international coexistence, i.e., the principles that define who are the
legitimate subjects within the international order, their status, the
distribution of territory between them, and the conditions at which
they may legitimately resort to military conflict.
Central to this collapse in expectations are the US, the country
everybody was counting upon to uphold those very expectations.
The transition from Barack Obama to Donald Trump can only exacerbate uncertainties on the future direction of US foreign policy.
Yet, it is hardly a coincidence that the President’s only unambigu-
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ous policy – his “America First” slogan – emphatically refers to that
very concern tying together not only the last two administrations
but – in a way – every US administration of the post-Cold War
era: the belief that the global involvement of the United States has
become too much of a burden and is unsustainable in the long run,
so that the biggest challenge for US foreign policy has become finding a way to rebalance its efforts and resources – by encouraging
American allies to do more, for instance, or by reducing the number
of US enemies.
The US presidential succession is already having an impact on
Europe, and piles up against a second major political shock: Britain’s decision to leave the EU. This traumatic choice, as Beda Romano explains in the second chapter, marks a deep break in EU
history. Never before had a country taken the decision to leave the
European Union, and so this opens up a new phase of uncertainty,
putting a strain on both the relationship between the UK and its
partners and amongst them. However, the UK would like to retain
access to the single market while avoiding to put up with the EU’s
“four freedoms”: free movement of goods, capital, services, and
persons. EU countries disagree among themselves: some are ready
to consent to this ambiguous clause, either because they are traditional allies of the UK or because they would like to revise the free
movement of persons clause themselves.
Moreover, this season of uncertainties is further complicated by
the continuous grow of populist parties and movements on the eve
of crucial elections in the Netherlands, France, and Germany. The
risk is that Europe ends up – if it is not already– in a vicious circle.
On the one hand, populist parties are thriving due to the crisis of the
European project. The EU is not a confederation anymore, and not
quite a federation yet. On the other hand, a shift from confederalism
to federalism does not seem possible right now. First, because the
EU’s reputation has suffered greatly in the eyes of public opinion,
so much so that the political establishment often prefers to distance
itself from the European project. Second, even though over the last
few months EU founding countries met to try to build momentum
for European integration, fractures along national lines are undeni-
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able. Germany and France are publicly endorsing each other, but
the power imbalance between the two is weakening their longestablished alliance. Finally, although the EU’s image has been
tainted by the shocking UK decision, by growing populism, and by
ever growing national tensions, Europe cannot count on the European Commission. Since the beginning of his mandate, in late 2014,
Jean-Claude Juncker has expressed the wish to lead the executive
body in a markedly political way, antagonizing many governments
that felt deprived of their authority. Trust between the executive
body and national governments has been damaged, so much so that
many national leaders now state the preeminence of the European
Council over the European Commission and of intergovernmentalism over the Community method.
Beneath the crisis of the European framework, even deeper crises are taking a toll on the social and political fabric of European
countries. The first, as Alberto Martinelli argues in the third chapter, concerns democratic political institutions. According to Martinelli, this is not a crisis of political regimes but a crisis of their
mechanisms, that is, more a crisis within democracy than a crisis of
democracy. A representative democracy can be regarded as “consolidated” when a government, legitimized by the free vote of the
majority, is capable of managing complex issues. Efficiency/efficacy and legitimacy are strictly intertwined, and how and to what
extent they are present in any political system defines the quality
of its democracy. Today, the erosion of sovereignty, the twilight of
ideologies, the transformation of political parties, neverending elections, and the manipulation of both old and new media hinder most
of the political leaders in Western democracies. The latter are forced
to promise, during their campaigns, policy changes they will not
be able to deliver once elected, and to personalize leadership and
resort to populist rhetoric to try to bolster their waning support, thus
triggering a vicious circle between insufficient decisional efficiency
and declining political legitimacy.
The main consequence of the crisis of democratic representation
in Europe lies in the risk that the “rationalizing power” of political
parties and national institutions might be hindered by the ebbs and
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flows of ephemeral and volatile political moods. This may trigger
a vicious circle between weak governments focused on the shortterm and protest populist movements unlikely to govern, right at a
time when the need for legitimate and efficient governments, able to
face a series of intertwined crises (economic-financial, migratory,
terrorism-related), is stronger than ever. The main symptom of the
crisis of democratic representation is the rise of populist leaders,
movements, and parties. Every populist mobilization is rooted in
a crisis of representation and a weakness of political institutions.
In the consolidated European and North-American democracies,
however, populism cannot be dismissed as an anti-democratic phenomenon, since it lives “in the shadow of democracy,” and it is a
symptom of its malfunction.
Another major destabilizing factor, inextricably linked to the
former, is the dramatic rise in inequality and uncertainty taken into
account by Maurizio Ferrera. When it comes to income and wealth
distribution, globalization had two opposite outcomes: a marked
improvement in wellbeing and living standards in developing countries – with a consequent decrease in inequality between North and
South – and a sharp rise in income disparities within countries, that
is, more inequality.
This sharp increase in inequality is causing a tangible “disarticulation” of the social fabric in terms of social opportunities: chances,
interests, perspectives, connections. At the top, we find an elite that
is almost entirely “globalized” – fully integrated within global networks, able to consume and live in a world without boundaries.
For this elite, globalization represented and still represents a huge
benefit, in terms of income, wealth, opportunities, including higher
chances of political influence. In the middle, we find the middle
class, somehow connected to global networks, insofar as it consumes a number of goods and services made available by globalization (take for instance low-cost flights and mass tourism, personal computers, mobile phones, and so on) whose incomes have
experienced an overall stagnation and, during the crisis, even an
inflection. Many households lost their income sources, and so their
living standards shrunk. The perception of globalization by this
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class is skewed towards its negative consequences, especially on
personal security. As cognitive psychology explains, losses always
weigh more than gains, especially if the latter come from the “invisible” hand of the market. At the bottom, we find the “deprived”
and the “excluded”, whose experience of openness is almost completely confined to its costs, even when they are not totally aware
of it. Social mobility between classes is increasingly lowering, both
infra- and inter-generationally. The elite lives within globalization
and “uses” it at its own advantage. The middle class “sees” globalization, can have a taste of it, but it is also threatened and often hit
by it. Its offspring has much lower chances of ascending the social
ladder than descending it. The bottom class has only a vague perception of globalization and is mostly crushed by it without being
able to access its benefits.
To make things more insidious, even from a political point of
view – as shown by the success of populist parties and movements
– comes the fact that the exposure of the three classes to migratory
flows also varies widely and has different consequences. Whatever
the aggregated impact of migration on the economy, migrants do
not uniformly spread out across territories, occupational sectors,
neighborhoods, schools, and so on. Cosmopolitan elites live in their
golden world. Middle-class citizens, instead, have to do with migrants in their ordinary lives, directly experiencing tensions caused
by cultural and social differences and the risk of losing their jobs
or social benefits (a threat that is particularly acute for the poorest).
After fundamentalist neo-terrorism entered the stage in Europe, migration also brought risks to public order and personal security – at
least in terms of public opinion perception. This can be considered a
disarticulation factor as well. Moreover, immigration adds a fourth
group to the abovementioned stratification system: the non-citizen
class, mostly clustered around the first deciles of the income distribution but separated from the latter due to formal and informal,
implicit and explicit, discrimination.
Along with these mounting tensions, which were not resolved
in the course of 2016, some of the worst crises of the last few
years got even worse. Armando Sanguini takes into examination
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the evolution of both the Syrian and the Libyan crises. The first
experienced a shift due to the direct Russian intervention. 2016
mirrored the relentless escalation of the Russian-led axis, dotted
by moments of truce thanks to efforts by the Western world and
United Nations special envoy Staffan de Mistura, and moments
of conflict with a military ground-and-air hammering – directed
at the terrorists, even in the central regions of the country (like
Palmira and al-Qaryatayn). However, this hammering affects also
the “moderate” opposition forces, pushing them to get closer and
closer to the less moderate ones – except for IS. All eyes seem to be
converging on Aleppo, definitively fallen at the end of 2016 after
the Security Council failed to adopt the draft resolution proposed
by France, calling for an immediate cessation of hostilities and an
end to the bombing, due to the Russian veto and the Chinese abstention.
While far from the Syrian military escalation, even in Libya the
situation is highly unstable. During 2016, the UN-backed government led by Fayez al-Sarraj tried to live up to its promises and asked
for an official military intervention from the US to free Sirte from
IS. The outcome of this operation, while positive, both politically
and militarily, does not bring the hoped-for benefits. It does not
bring him the vote of confidence of the Tobruk parliament, which
condemn the American intervention while accepting, without any
reservations, a good deal of external funding, from Egypt to the
Emirates, from France to the UK, etc. It does not bring enough
political credibility to him or his presidential council, feebly dealing with the main economic and social issues affecting the country.
Furthermore, this was an expensive victory, both in terms of human lives and militarily: with the consequent weakening of Misrata, Libya’s true military arm. General Haftar took advantage of all
this to secure political and military control of the western regions
and to seize – almost without striking a blow – four ports and oil
terminals, thus (rightly) taking credit for restoring oil exports in
the whole country. Then again, his anti-terrorism stance revolves
around a broad international convergence, from Moscow to Washington, through Egypt.
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Once again, in 2016, the terrorist threat proved to be one of the
main sources of uncertainty – not only in the areas directly affected
by armed conflicts, but also in Europe. Andrea Plebani takes it into
account in light of the evolution of the Jihadist galaxy, more and
more marked by a shifting from its anti-system, antagonist role,
which made it easy to put it in the “non-state actor” category. As
proved by the “Islamic state” and Jabhat al-Nusra/Jabhat Fatha alShama, the current trend is following alternative models in a context
marked by the stiffening of the remaining authoritarian regimes, by
the failure of the liberal models upheld by the masses gathered in
many “Tahrir Squares”, and by a crisis of Islamist alternatives that
dominated the first stage of the “Springs”. The jihadist galaxy is
trying to pose itself as a “credible” – even “successful” – alternative
to other state systems, and to become a model to export within and
beyond dar al-islam. Such a road had already been taken – albeit
with less luck – by the forefathers of the “Islamic State” in 2006,
when proclaiming the Islamic State of Iraq (ISI), but since 2011 it
became such an important avenue that it ushered in the so-called
Islamic State (IS), and a momentous shift in the modus operandi of
the entire jihadist galaxy, al-Qaida (AQ) included.
Such groups have not, in any way, relinquished their terror campaign against the far and near enemies, resorting to trained commandos or other actors. The attacks that over the last year have hit
Ankara, Baghdad, Berlin, Brussels, Dhaka, Istanbul, Nice, Orlando,
Paris, and Rouen – just to name the most spectacular – are tragic
evidence of all this. Such a trail of death and destruction knows
no borders, and it can only be contrasted with a long-term strategy
called to contain the jihadi threat on security grounds, but most of
all to neutralize its logics, by showing the emptiness of doctrines
that are actually betraying the faith that they claim to protect.
The same uncertainty reappears on economic issues. The almost
disruptive character of technological transitions and the subsequent
changes in the nature of work could make us think, as stated by Mario Deaglio, that we have entered a Schumpeterian phase of creative
destruction, and we have no idea yet – as it always happened in the
past, along with painful transitions and relevant political events –

Introduction

17

whether, in the end, the “creation” will prevail over the “destruction” or whether we will face a period of “destructive creation”.
Anyway, the rules of the game are changing fast, and it is hard to
find the guiding principle, as society, politics, economics and the
international environment all change rapidly. Players are evolving
as well: big IT multinational companies now play an important role,
increasingly clashing with governments, and the latter suffer, especially from a fiscal point of view, an erosion of sovereignty due to
their inability to effectively control economic exchanges and communication that take place on the web. The only defenses they came
up with are prohibitions and huge fines.
It is no surprise that these changes have a key role in shifting the
hierarchy of power at the international level. 2016 witnessed the
severance of the close-knit crowd we call BRICS, that Alessandro
Pio discusses in his chapter. China and India kept up with steady
growth, all the while expanding their international sphere of influence. Russia was crippled by the effects of international sanctions
and the global economic slowdown in hydrocarbon prices, its main
source of export revenue and crucial to the national budget, counteracting its lessened economic weight by intensifying its global
reach (e.g. in Syria). Brazil and South Africa were burdened by corruption and controversial economic policy choices, which put an
end to the “Brazilian miracle”, a period of exceptional economic
growth during which even the less affluent cohorts of the population
enjoyed relatively higher living standards.
Even some of the “laggard” countries, the so-called CIVETS
(Colombia, Indonesia, Vietnam, Egypt, Turkey and South Korea)
did not manage to perform evenly – countries that were growing
at a steady rate, and appeared to have escaped the most serious effects of the Western financial crisis affecting mainly Europe and the
US. Among them, Vietnam and Indonesia recorded the best performances in 2016 as well, while Egypt, Turkey, and South Korea
faced the main challenges.
As far as the role and potential of emerging countries are concerned, 2016 brought us back to reality. Over the last few years,
experts thought that these countries had all found the recipe to
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achieve economic growth and improve their international standing.
Instead, some of these countries continue down the road of reforms,
while others appear to have lost their path or to have taken much
less desirable ones: such fragmentation is a testament to the fact
that progress is something to be earned and preserved day by day.
China, India, Vietnam and Colombia, with their ability and willingness to govern domestic processes, prove that such behavior is
crucial to thrive even under difficult circumstances. On the other
hand, the diverging performance of emerging countries reminds us
that, in international relations, diversification pays off, and the cyclical fluctuation of commodity prices will keep on weighing down
on economies that did not manage to widen their production base.
This context of global and regional uncertainty weighs heavily on Italy, around which revolves the second part of the volume.
While the outcome of the December referendum and the swift government succession, from Renzi to Gentiloni, worsened political
instability within the country, the preceding months had already
witnessed high activism by Italy on the international stage. Ugo
Tramballi’s chapter touches upon the political dimension of such
activism. All in all, 2016 was an intense year for Italian foreign
policy. The country achieved higher visibility in the international
context, this time not just for the notorious character of its Prime
Minister. Goals had been set more clearly: Europe should be reformed; action towards Africa could solve the migration crisis; the
Middle Eastern chaos, and chiefly Libya, were Italian priorities; a
hefty military presence in international peace and stabilization missions should continue. Even the travels abroad by the President of
the Republic, the Prime Minister, and the Minister for Foreign Affairs responded in a consistent fashion to the stated goals.
The most visible side of this activism was the growing assertiveness – both in declarations and goals – of the Italian stance within
the European Union, to which one should add the Prime Minister’s
strategy to ride the hostile sentiment of the Italian public opinion
towards European Institution. But even in a larger context, Italy
strived to strike a balance between the US and Russia, also by opposing the automatic renewal of EU sanctions against Moscow.
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The main issues for Italian foreign policy were, in 2016 as well,
the management of the migratory crisis and the restoration of stability in the Mediterranean, with specific attention devoted to Libya. Fulvio Attinà tackles the former, by retracing the phases of the
Italian management of the European migratory crisis from 2009 to
the present day. Over the last few months, European Institutions
finally granted the Renzi government the acknowledgment that
SAR operations were legitimate and that the EU itself would take
the lead on this issue. In exchange, Italy implemented every single
EU policy on migration, from migrant relocation plans to return
of irregular migrants, from the provisional suspension of Schengen rules to coordinated actions with third-country governments,
including the so-called “deal” with Turkey. On the latter aspect,
however, the Renzi government briefly clashed with the German
Chancellor, who championed that deal, on a financial clause that did
not concern migrant reception conditions. In managing the agreement on Schengen suspension, which includes a strict application
of identification and return procedures, however, members of the
Renzi government have often reaffirmed that Italy’s humanitarian
approach would continue and that saving lives at sea is a moral
duty. Moreover, the Renzi government proposed long-term policies
to manage the crisis. Being well aware of the indignation surrounding the existing Turkey deal, voiced by a number of international
organizations like the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees and the International Organization for Migration, as well as
by non-governmental organizations (some of which dropped their
humanitarian missions in Greece), the Renzi government advanced
policies aimed at mending the deep roots of migrations by supporting development in origin countries. At first, Renzi’s proposal was
given the thumbs down by European governments, but was then
taken up by the Commission under the banner of “migration compacts”. In November 2016, the first compact (restricted to covering
the costs of aiding Syrian refugees) was approved as an agreement
with the Lebanese government.
Italian policies towards Libya are examined in the chapter by
Arturo Varvelli. After working tirelessly to support the inception of
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Fayez al-Sarraj’s government, our diplomacy continued to follow
two lines of action. The first one has to do with the firm belief that
a peaceful and long-lasting future for Libya can be envisaged only
by way of a political agreement between the parties. The second
consideration has to do with realpolitik. Italy’s political, economiccommercial and energy stakes in Libya (witness the recent investments by Eni in the country) are concentrated in Tripolitania. The
region’s coast, moreover, is the main point of departure for migrants
on the way to Italy. It is therefore in Italy’s best interest to maintain
good relations with those in control of this part of the country by
acting as a mediator and trying to facilitate a pacific settlement of
the political and military disputes in Libya.
In pursuing its goals, the Italian government acted along three
main lines: 1) carrying on political negotiations with all involved
parties (both locally and not); 2) strengthening al-Sarraj and the
GNA both economically and militarily; 3) constantly looking for a
middle ground with the other Western governments, and especially
with the United States – in the latter case with mixed results. Donald Trump’s election as US President leads to a number of questions
on what the American stance will be.
We move now to the key issue of economic policy. Franco Bruni
tackles it, by focusing on the most meaningful piece of evidence regarding the Italian context: in 2016, the European Union reduced its
integration ambitions. In the face of this, throughout the year, the Italian government has voiced its concerns by “protesting” against Brussels, chiefly against European Council inaction, which was ultimately
the main cause of the integration crisis, and against the Commission,
mainly due to its pro-austerity stance in budgetary policies, in compliance with the Stability and Growth Pact and the Fiscal Compact.
During this critical interaction with the Commission, a lot of
attention was devoted to the debate on “flexibility”, or the discretionary spending margins contained within EU rules. However, as
Bruni argues, protesting against the Europe of “tiny adjustments” is
pointless, especially when the country’s financial stability risks to
suffer from the inertia of a political environment paralyzed by the
fear of short-term loss of electoral support. The spending review
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has stopped, public administration reforms have come to a standstill, the normative push towards more competition in key sectors
shrank to a minimum, reforms in the justice sector and bank restructuring are sluggish, and significant reforms in healthcare, secondary and tertiary education are missing in action. Huge stocks of
capital and labor are still employed in private enterprises and public
administrations that are devoid both of economic-financial success
and social utility. Italy’s main problem is productivity, which has
been stagnating for more than two decades (in absolute and relative
terms), both when measured in production per hours worked and
in total factor productivity: the latter is a measure of the system’s
overall inefficiency and the fact that resources are not channeled
towards more productive sectors, businesses and employments.
This is particularly worrying given the global environment, characterized by continuous changes in technologies, competitors, and
investment opportunities. The so-called “reforms” should serve to
direct, discipline and facilitate the flexible channeling of labor and
capital factors towards the most productive uses, both privately and
socially. Restructuring the banking sector and the financial markets
would be of the utmost importance, together with active employment policies, in which our country is gravely lagging. The latter
are crucial to reallocate workers, minimizing economic and human
costs while maximizing effects on productivity.
All in all, as Mario Deaglio argues, Italy has experimented the
most profound crisis and the slowest recovery among developed
countries: its bureaucratic machinery slowed down the recovery of its
productive machinery and, as a consequence, it is unlikely that production levels will return to those prior to the current crisis if not in a
future that, year after year, looks further and further away, due to the
combined effect of two weaknesses: that of Italian domestic growth,
and that of the global economy as a whole. However, it is actually
thanks to the global recovery (albeit small) that the Italian exports are
rising – the only dynamic element in the country’s economy.
Alessandro Colombo
Paolo Magri

Section I
Global Scenarios

1.

A Crisis in Legitimacy:
The US and World Order
Alessandro Colombo

2016 seems to have put a symbolic end to the post-Cold War era.
Way before this, the political and humanitarian debacles in Iraq and
Syria had already dismantled the whole democratic interventionism
and crisis management architecture. Last year, the unexpected result of the Brexit referendum in June and Donald Trump’s surprise
victory in the US presidential elections wiped out its rhetorical and
intellectual foundations as well.
This novel shock has exposed the inward withdrawal of the political and economic order of the post-Cold War era. In a way, this
withdrawal mirrors the crushing legitimacy crisis affecting both domestic and international institutions. As always, this legitimacy crisis shows up as a generalized distrust in politics, its practices, and
its conventional wisdom. This results in a proliferation of “alternative” channels to take decisions, create symbols, and generate news
– fake ones, as well. Over the last few months, many commentators
have suggested, with their usual self-indulgence, that the casual relationship between these two processes goes from one to the other:
in fact, it is exactly the other way around. It is not the spread of fake
news that is causing a legitimacy crisis: it is the legitimacy crisis
that is fostering the spread of fake news.
On the other hand, this epidemic of suspicion feeds on the staggering inadequacy of politics and intellectuals to respond to a crisis:
a crisis reaffirmed over the last year by their failure to foresee the
results of both UK and US votes and by the mix of complacency
and triviality in trying to justify it – or exorcise it. It is the most

26

The Age of Uncertainty. Global Scenarios and Italy

baffling feature of any crisis. Contrary to what many would like
to believe, crises rarely encourage creativity at their onset. In fact,
their first consequence is to rally pre-existing ideas and solutions:
ideas and solutions that are “stretched” to let them take in any contradiction coming from reality. In times of crisis, the predominant
political and social language puts on its grandest – and sometimes,
final – show: a dizzying iteration of worn out words, clichés, fragmented memories, repressions, and prejudices, doomed, in the end,
to unveil the limits of that language1.
The age of uncertainty
In the immediate future, the streak of political shocks of 2016 will
set off a cascade, a state of uncertainty on US foreign policy, on the
endurance of the remnant on the endurance of the remnants of the
multilateral fabric of international coexistence and, of course, on
the evolution of those crises already perturbing the international
scenario, starting from Syria. Beyond these circumstantial uncertainties, the whole institutional layout is sinking deep into rough
waters, undermining any chance for realistic expectations about the
future: it will be hard to take decisions or to foresee and understand
the decisions of others.
All of the fundamental dimensions of the international context are
heavily involved in this process. First, and not accidentally, comes
the distribution of power and prestige. The belief that this distribution
is undergoing a radical change, and is further destined to do so, is one
of the fundamental driving forces of the uncertainty affecting all of
the main actors of the current international environment – calling into
question their very national or cultural identity. This uncertainty, in
turn, finds its expression in the fear of regional hegemonic takeovers
(by China in Eastern Asia, by Iran or Saudi Arabia in the Middle East,
by Russia in the post-Soviet space, etc.), and, at a global level, in the
Regarding this delay, allow me to refer to A. Colombo, Tempi decisivi. Natura e retorica
delle crisi internazionali (Fateful Times: Nature and Rhetorics of International Crises), Milano,
Feltrinelli, 2014, pp. 144-188.
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widespread perception of a permanent waning of the unipolar moment of the post-Cold War era. There is no need to wonder what the
historical alternative to unipolarity could be, or currently is: whether
an international multipolar system on a planetary scale, or a combination between the indisputable unipolarity of the military sphere, the
multipolarity of the economic and commercial sphere coupled with
the greater fluidity of a transnational sphere beyond state control, or
even a fundamentally non-polar system where power is distributed
among a growing number of actors – some of which are non-state
ones2. The range of possible contestants, who will compete to be
acknowledged as the main actors in the XXI century’s international
system, is yet to be defined. In the early Nineties, the most common
(and wrong) prediction was that of a “neck and neck” between the
US, Europe, and Japan3, but twenty years later the future has become
hazier and hazier. It is highly likely that the US will retain their role at
the apex of the international system, but it is not clear to what extent
they will be able to lead. China seems poised to emerge as the most
likely peer competitor to the US, but its economic and institutional
fragility sets a limit to its latitude to act in the international context.
The same applies to Russia, whose hyperactivity in 2016 could put to
the test the golden rule in foreign policy, i.e. the need to balance out
commitments and resources. Behind these more or less certain main
actors, the EU appears to be much less cohesive and active than it was
in the Nineties, while Japan struggles to free itself from the stagnation of the past twenty years and the euphoria around BRICS (Brazil,
Russia, India, China and South Africa) seems just a memory from
the past. Instead, it looks likely that other than forecasting the “small
number” of great powers, it will only be possible to forecast the small
number of pivotal states whose health or whose crisis will affect the
stability or instability of entire regions4: China in Eastern Asia; India
R.N. Haass, “The Age of Nonpolarity. What Will Follow U.S. Dominance”, Foreign
Affairs, vol. 87, no. 3, May/June 2008, pp. 44-56.
3
L. Thurow, Head to Head: The Coming Economic Battle Among Japan, Europe, and America,
1992.
4
R. Chase, E. Hill and P. Kennedy, “Pivotal states and US strategy”, Foreign Affairs,
January 1996.
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in Southern Asia; Russia in the Caucasus; Central Asia and Europe;
South Africa in most of Africa, Egypt in the Arab world; Turkey as
the bridge between Europe and the Middle East.
A second element affected by the mounting crisis of expectations is the outline of international political alignments, i.e. the extent and status of alliances, partnerships, and informal cooperations.
While the bipolar era featured an amazing degree of stability, as
symbolized by the use of the term “bloc”, the post-Cold War era
has already experienced a high degree of volatility in coalitions and
international alignments. The main sources of such volatility are:
the post-war reshuffling of in-war coalitions; the enlargement of the
winning bloc, the Atlantic Alliance, that went from 16 to 28 members in less than 20 years and remains open to future enlargements;
Russia’s attempt to retort to the magnetic pull of the winning countries by revamping new types of institutionalized cooperation with
its neighboring regions (from the birth of the Commonwealth of
Independent States, right after the end of the Cold War, to the establishment of the Shanghai Pact along with China, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, to the Eurasian Economic Union
created in 2014 by Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Armenia, Kyrgyzstan); the competition between winner and loser to establish political and military cooperation with countries that used to be allies or
were even part of the loser itself beforehand (which culminated first
with the “trial run” of the Georgian conflict and then, a few years
later, with war in Ukraine).
This constant process of setting up and breaking alliances is
bound to continue for the next few years. While every historic juncture has its own priorities, interests, and ideological juxtapositions,
which are intrinsic to that system and shape alliances and hostility,
in the current system the uncertainty of the former, is a cause of
further uncertainty for the latter. It will suffice to mention internal
rifts (e.g. the Philippines) and international shifts in the Asia-Pacific
region, undecided between the gravitational pull of China and the
global pull of the United States. Not to mention the frantic alignments and dis-alignments in the Middle East and in East-Central
Europe and the Balkans, due to a collapsing regional order in the
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former case, and to conflicting pressures from both European institutions and Russia in the latter. And, finally, let’s not forget that the
EU is at a delicate diplomatic juncture: while it is going through an
internal cohesion crisis, it also has to revisits its relationship with
its main neighbors (Russia, Turkey, and Egypt) and, looking at the
future, with Donald Trump’s US.
We already hinted at the third dimension: legitimacy. Here, the
crisis of expectations encompasses not just a part but every fundamental dimension of the current juridical-political system, starting
from the “structural principles” of every historical model of international coexistence: the principles that determine the legitimate
subjects of the international order, their status, the distribution of
territory between them and the conditions at which they may legitimately resort to force5.
When it comes to each of these assumptions, the current international context is going through something that reminds of a
constitutional crisis. The idea that states are the only or the most
important actors of the international system is counterbalanced –
and, partly, undermined – by the acknowledgment of the inalienable rights of individuals. The very principle of sovereignty both
loses and gains legitimacy as a result, on the one hand, of the widespread adoption of the principles of domestic interference and the
“responsibility to protect” and, on the other, of the pretense by
democratic countries that the new principles of the international
order should be safeguarded, even when this means overriding the
strict rules of the United Nations Charter (e.g. by bypassing the
UN Security Council in the name of humanitarian intervention
or preventive defense). The principle of formal equality of states
is challenged in the name of the new and controversial principle
of discrimination in favor of democracies, which are supposed to
replace or even substitute for universalistic organizations – universalistic but not demanding enough when it comes to democratic standards – like the UN. The governing principle of territorial
A. Osiander, The States System of Europe, 1640-1990. Peacemaking and the Conditions of
International Stability, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1994.
5
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distribution in the second half of the XX century, and that of territorial integrity adopted by statute by post-colonial organizations
and by the Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe
(CSCE)6, are weakened and delegitimized by the recognition (or,
as it happened in Kosovo, by the promotion) of territorial changes
seen not as dangerous but as beneficial to the international order.
Finally, resorting to war is still theoretically forbidden by the UN
Charter, but the introduction of a number of exceptions – not necessarily coherent with each other (i.e. humanitarian intervention,
the fight against terrorism, the extension of preventive defense in
the absence of an imminent threat) – justifies the use of force, all
the while camouflaging the war as if it were peace.
This juridical instability has substantial effects on the international order. First, the lack of shared legitimacy principles weakens
the degree of consensus between actors, as shown by the split endured by the international community and its agencies at times of
international crises – from the Kosovo War in 1999 to the Iraq War
in 2003, from the 2011 military intervention in Libya to the paralysis
over the Syrian crisis. The evolution of the international juridicalpolitical system endures that same split. The principles of domestic
interference and the “responsibility to protect” are encouraged by
some in the name of the sanctity of human rights and opposed by
others under the banner of territorial integrity and the principle of
non-interference (as Russia recently stated in a new document on
foreign policy signed in December by Vladimir Putin)7. The develFor a solid historical reconstruction of the history of this principle and the motive
of its adoption in different regional areas, see M.W. Zacher, “The Territorial Integrity
Norm: International Boundaries and the Use of Force”, International Organization, vol.
55, no. 2, 2001, pp. 215-250.
7
Russia intends, according to article 26, “to counter attempts by some States or
groups of States to revise the generally accepted principles of international […] to
counter politically motivated and self-interested attempts by some States to arbitrarily
interpret the fundamental international legal norms and principles such as non-use
of force or threat of force, peaceful settlement of international disputes, respect for
sovereignty and territorial integrity of States, right of peoples to self-determination;
counter attempts to represent violations of international law as “creative” applications
of such norms; counter attempts to interfere in the domestic affairs of States with
the aim of unconstitutional change of regime, including by supporting non-State ac6
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opment of juridical systems that could interpret and apply the law
in a centralized way (i.e. the International Criminal Court, ad hoc
tribunals like the ones for the former Yugoslavia or Rwanda) has
been opposed either to preserve the freedom of action of those actors tasked with a great deal of international responsibilities (starting from the US), or due to the suspect that the new international
norms may turn out to be, as they already did, an extra-tool for great
powers and winners to get back at minor powers and losers8 – as
denounced last year by many African governments, all the while
threatening to withdraw from the Court9. Finally, any “unipolar”
ambition of the superpower, aspiring to a separate or better status,
is frustrated either in the name of current UN responsibilities, or
under the pretense that all states are equal, or in the name of the
“multipolar” ambition to expand the club of the powers invested
with special duties.
Second, this implosion of expectations makes way for opportunistic strategies by other actors. As it always happens, in states of
quasi-legitimacy10, when two or more alternative principles are pitted against each other, and neither one prevails, the most powerful
countries can choose the principle that suits them the most without
losing their reputation – as they would in a more ordered situation. Here lies the tangible and historical meaning of the expression “double standard” in the current context. And here also lies the
risk that every violation could opportunistically resonate in an echo
tors, such as terrorist and extremist groups; to prevent military interventions or other
forms of outside interference contrary to international law, specifically the principle
of sovereign equality of States, under the pretext of implementing the “responsibility to protect” concept”, http://www.mid.ru/ru/foreign_policy/news/-/asset_
publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/content/id/2542248?p_p_id=101_INSTANCE_
cKNonkJE02Bw&_101_INSTANCE_cKNonkJE02Bw_languageId=en_GB
8
D. Zolo, La giustizia dei vincitori. Da Norimberga a Baghdad (Victor’s Justice. From Nuremberg
to Baghdad), Roma-Bari, Laterza, 2006.
9
Over 2016, the harsh debate that inflamed South Africa in 2015 was rekindled – while
emphasizing different issues – in Burundi, Uganda, Gambia, Kenya, and Namibia. The
African Union itself threatened to take into consideration the Kenyan proposal of a
mass withdrawal from the ICC.
10
G. Ferrero, Potere. I Geni invisibili della Città (Power. The Invisible Genius of the City), Milano, Sugarco, 1981, pp. 255-305.
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chamber as it happened with the Russian Federation appealing to
the NATO intervention in Kosovo to justify Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and Crimea.
Finally, the fluidity of the predominant principles and rules
foster the proliferation of political and juridical hybrids not at the
margins of the international politico-juridical system but at its very
core. This proliferation affects in the first place the two foundations
of the modern politico-juridical lexicon, state, and war. On the one
hand, the very distinction between statehood and non-statehood is
fading thanks to the plethora of hybrids displaying some or most
features of sovereignty without being states yet, like Iraqi Kurdistan, the Palestinian National Authority, the Autonomous Republic
of Abkhazia and Ossetia in Georgia, or Nagorno-Karabakh. On the
other hand, if the most destructive historical trends of the XX century were to be followed through, the very “clear distinction” between
peace and war would become nothing but the umpteenth euphemism along the lines of “international police operations”, “peace
enforcing”, “peace support operations” and “hybrid war”. War and
peace are no longer juxtaposed as juridically different conditions,
but they imbue one another, making it difficult to decide if, when
and how is it peace or wartime – so that the distinction becomes
nothing but a rhetorical trick to validate one’s own actions and discredit the opponents’.
This same uncertainty about the future also affects a more deeply rooted expectation; the one everybody counts upon in the more
structured phases of international life: the expectation about the
identity and the immortality of the main players. An expectation
that is not only one of the fundamental fictions of the modern international society, but also the most impressive (for it is usually so
well concealed) element of the so-called “security” paradigm. It
is on its basis that we can keep wondering which policy to adopt
towards other countries while taking for granted their permanence.
It is on its basis that foreign policy is usually dispensed with facing the problem of what it is better to do to ease or to hinder other
countries’ existence – or, at least, with facing the consequences of
our decisions on their survival.
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Overall, these uncertainties permeate the current international
system. As it was the case in the aftermath of the two World Wars,
the post-Cold War era saw a sharp increase in both mortality and
birth rates of countries. What matters most is that these upheavals
are making it impossible to foresee – even within the next decade
– the territorial configuration of politically and strategically crucial
regions such as the Middle East (where the Syrian and Iraqi state
collapses now pair up with the traditional unknowns around the
State of Palestine), the Horn of Africa (with the continuing failure
of the Somali state), or even the Balkans (due to the unresolved
fluidity of the relationship between Kosovo, Serbia, Macedonia and
Albania, and due to the inborn frailty of the Federation of Bosnia
and Herzegovina). This is not only true for single countries but,
even more so and with no exceptions, for international organizations. Even the European Union, which until a few years ago could
be thought of as irreversible, is no more the last valid exception to
this rule.
From Barack Obama to Donald Trump
Central to this collapse in expectations – as it has already been
the case for several years – is the US, the country everybody
was counting upon to uphold those very expectations. But let’s
not mistake cause for effect. Donald Trump’s victory at the November presidential elections, a political anomaly, could become
a dummy explanation for the extraordinary downfall of the US
hegemony and their much-praised soft power. It is easy to foresee
that this explanation will appeal to many experts and commenters
that, in the past twenty years, systematically forgave every reckless choice done by the United States. It is important to remember
that both US hegemony and their soft power were already gravely
endangered long before Donald Trump stepped into the White
House, due to a disconcerting series of mistakes and uncertainties that, over the last 16 years, painted the picture of a country
unfit to lead. The US proved to be, again and again, not up to
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the undisputed power and prestige they enjoyed since the end of
bipolarism.
The events of the year that has just gone by do not allow us to
revise the opinion we expressed in the previous editions of this ISPI
Report. It would be questionable to affirm, as some malevolent
observer already did, that Syria was for Barack Obama what Iraq
was for George Bush11. Nevertheless, there is no doubt that the incessant paralysis in facing the most horrific war of the last 15 years
is the perfect encapsulation of the strategic confusion vexing US
foreign policy. To make things worse, this paralysis sparked a rush
to fill the void both by regional powers and, less predictably, by an
extra-regional actor such as Russia that, while still vexed by many
frailties, has managed to set the agenda in the Middle East, something not even the Soviet Union at its apex had ever managed to do.
At the end of his eight years of presidency, the verdict on Barack
Obama’s foreign policy cannot be fully positive. This verdict is
obviously burdened by the hardships that Obama met in trying to
fix George Bush’s catastrophic heritage. Although Obama’s policy
choices were, all in all, plausible, they turned out to be unfeasible.
Disengaging from Iraq, for instance, did not help a hegemonic US
to bolster their legitimacy: in fact, it contributed to a further loss of
credibility, thus encouraging a chaotic regional competition to “be
prepared” for a likely US withdrawal. Sharing the costs of hegemony with their allies did not work either: some of those allies were
not willing to raise their expenditures (as it was the case for European countries), or did so only with strings attached (for instance, Turkey, Qatar or Saudi Arabia). The “reset” in relationships with likely
competitors such as China and Russia got stuck partly due to their
newfound assertiveness, and even more importantly due to the very
ambiguities of American politics that guaranteed open negotiations
all the while supporting potentially hostile initiatives like the “pivot
to Asia” or friendly approaches towards Ukraine. American silent
acceptance of the military coup in Egypt, coupled with the silence
N. Ferguson, “Barack Obama’s Revolution in Foreign Policy”, The Atlantic, 13 March
2016.
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(from both the US and Europe) during the attempted military coup
in Turkey, made light of the rhetoric of “democracy promotion”
pushed by the US as an inspiration for their foreign policy. Finally,
the choice to rely on drones and special operations instead of the
large-scale military operations of the recent past allowed the US to
limit their “overstretch”12 – but at the price of stretching apart their
military toolbox and diplomatic skills. Furthermore, it forced the
US to rely on hard-to-monitor “local” militias, as it already happened in 2011 Libya and as it is bound to happen in Syria and Iraq
when, predictably, the Kurdish militias will “present the bill” for
their proxy interventions.
It is not clear yet if and whether Donald Trump’s administration
will try to mend this impasse. Yet it is hardly a coincidence that the
President-elect’s only unambiguous policy – his “America First”
slogan – refers emphatically to that very concern tying together
not only the last two administrations but – in a way – every US
administration of the post-Cold War era: the belief that the global
involvement of the United States has become too much of a burden
and is unsustainable in the long run, so that the biggest challenge
for US foreign policy has turned into finding a way to rebalance its
efforts and resources – by pushing American allies to do more, for
instance, or by reducing the number of US enemies.

A. Krieg, “Externalizing the burden of war: the Obama Doctrine and US foreign
policy in the Middle East”, International Affairs, vol. 92, no. 1, 2016, pp. 97-113.
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Brexit and Europe’s Political Future
Beda Romano

Almost ten years after the dramatic collapse of Lehman Brothers,
the US investment bank that, in 2008, shook the financial markets
and caused an economic, public debt, and social crisis for which
Europe is still paying the price, the European Union (EU) is still
swinging back and forth between integration and disintegration.
Despite the many actions undertaken to strengthen the Eurozone
and EU’s governance, the European project is called into question
as never before. The UK’s decision to leave the Union, a fragile
economic situation, and populist drifts in many European countries
are shaking its very foundation, and so is the coming of Republican
candidate Donald Trump to the White House. The answer to the
many hardships faced by the EU – the economic crisis, the refugees’ emergency, and security threats – should be found in a higher
degree of federalism; but right now, many leaders go after a national or nationalistic response. This appears the first best choice,
as public opinion has grown eager for guarantees, scared by globalization processes that brought higher social inequality and a clear
economic impoverishment.
Brexit
In many ways, Britain’s choice to leave the EU is a deep break in
EU history. Never before had a country made such a decision. Up
until now, the EU had only grown in numbers: over the years, 22
countries joined the six founding members – most recently Croa-
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tia in 2013. After a majority of British voters sided for Brexit on
23 June 2016, the UK government announced that it would trigger
formal Brexit procedures by March 2017. As foreseen by article
50 of the EU Treaties, this announcement will prompt negotiations
with the remaining 27 EU countries. The negotiations should take
a maximum of a year and a half and will hinge upon two main aspects: the actual divorce and the future of the relationship between
London and Brussels. On the former, no further issues are foreseen.
On the latter, it is highly likely that it will put a strain on both the
relationship between the UK and its partners and amongst them.
The trouble is, the UK would like to retain access to the single
market while avoiding to put up with the four EU principles: free
movements of goods, capital, services, and persons. Theresa May
is putting forth the chance of a free trade agreement to overcome
the hurdles and, at the same time, benefit from a common market.
Most EU countries don’t like the idea of an “à la carte” menu: some
of them are ready to consent to this ambiguous condition, because
they are UK traditional allies or because they would like to revise
the free movement of persons clause themselves.
It is highly likely that the negotiation will come between UK’s
partners. Then again, the UK is already leading on the major EU
countries’ corporate lobbies to reach its goal: to gain full access
to the single market while avoiding EU conditions. During the negotiation, everyone will keep a watchful eye on Switzerland. The
Helvetic Confederation is already trying to negotiate a revision of
the free movement of persons clause after the 2014 popular initiative showed that a majority of Swiss voters supported immigration
quotas, something that is at odds with EU laws Bern consented to
in 1999 with a number of bilateral deals. The Switzerland example
will be doubly important. On the one hand, every solution the EU
will eventually find with Bern could serve as a model for its negotiation with London. On the other hand, the EU diplomats will want
to avoid that the inherent flaw ingrained in EU-Swiss relationships
occurs with the UK as well. The Brussels-Bern deal did not establish a court for dispute-settlement. A joint bilateral commission has
to decide on every dispute by consensus. It is not trivial. More than
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once, the institutional set-up got in the way of the EU, all the while
being an extraordinary leveraging tool for Switzerland. While Bern
needs just to negotiate for itself, Brussels represents 28 countries,
prone to bickering. It is easier for the Swiss government to reach its
goal – or, at least, to succeed in damage control. What is going to
happen with Brexit? Brussels feels that London want to go down
that same road, and avoid the traps of an international court. Yet,
EU diplomats aim at just this, wishing to avoid UK blackmailing.
So, the jury is still out.
The uncertain outcome of the next elections
The outcome of the negotiations with the UK will shape the future
of the Union. In turn, the negotiations will be shaped by the results
of the 2017 and 2018 elections held in different countries. The first
key consultation will be the Dutch general elections planned to be
held in March. The Netherlands is not just influenced by British demands – Dutch Euroscepticism is on the rise as well. The future of
the outgoing Prime Minister Mark Rutte is called into question. The
amount of votes collected by the Party for Freedom, led by Geert
Wilders, a nationalist and xenophobic politician, will be the yardstick to assess the future of the Netherlands’ attitude towards Europe. After that, the two main countries of continental Europe will
be voting in unpredictable elections. In May, France will choose a
new President. Opinion polls do not rule out the chance of a victory
for Front National leader Marine Le Pen. Should she win, as she already pledged, she will call for a Frexit referendum. In September,
Germany will elect the members of the Bundestag. The consultation will put to the test Alternative für Deutschland – a Eurosceptic
party that, in the last five years, has also become anti-immigrant.
According to opinion polls, the Party could receive 13% of votes
and enter Germany’s Lower House for the first time, after its representatives have been elected in 10 out of 16 Landtage. Another
critical issue will be the electoral result of the Freie Demokratische
Partei (FDP), a liberal party that, in the 2013 federal election, came
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up short of the 5 percent threshold to qualify for list representation.
It will not be easy for Berlin to form a new government. We have to
assume that CDU/CSU, the Christian Democratic Party of German
Chancellor Angela Merkel, will reach a relative majority, but we
are still left wondering on the coalition that will lead the country.
Germany does not like the idea of a Grosse Koalition, a governing
coalition between the Christian Democrats and the Social Democrats, and it thinks of it as an exception to the rule, overemployed
in the last few years (both in 2009 and in 2013). CDU/CSU could
seek an alliance with the Greens and the FDP, should they manage
to enter the Bundestag. On the other hand, it is hard to imagine
an SPD-Green-Die Linke majority. The radical left, amongst other
things, refuses to acknowledge NATO’s role, while neither the Social Democrats (SPD), nor the Greens, are ready to renege on their
parties’ programs.
Likely long negotiation to form the next German government
will weigh on the EU, all the more so as other European countries
will hold elections in 2017: the Czech Republic, and Slovenia. 2018
will be an election year for Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Finland, Hungary, Ireland, Latvia, Luxembourg, Malta, Slovenia, and
Italy. A Eurosceptic party’s victory in one of the major EU countries
could jeopardize the future of European integration. The mere threat
of a takeover by one of these anti-system parties is already affecting
many national governments. When it comes to national security, the
most radical parties are asking for measures curtailing individual
freedom, voluntary militias or building up walls – reminiscent of
darker historical eras. As for the economy, these parties are asking
to leave the Eurozone, not to bail out failing banks and to forgo public debt, seemingly mindless of the dramatic repercussions. While
the establishment is pining for long-term and undefined solutions,
and trying to avoid the onset of chain reactions, anti-system movements are offering solutions that may appear quick and effective but
have possibly tragic consequences.
Surprisingly, the most powerful antidote to rampant populism
could be a closer integration of the European Union – the same
integration opposed by anti-system movements. Part of the reason
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populist parties are thriving is the crisis of the European project.
The EU is not a confederation anymore, and not quite a federation yet. It has a common currency but national budgets, common
borders but national customs services, single banking supervision
but national guarantees for bank deposits, a common market, but
national fiscal systems. So far, the EU was not able to offer credible and efficient solutions, because the measures it proposes at a
continental level are nothing more than the sum of national efforts.
This strategy is no longer up to the challenge of the latest EU institutional development. It is not just useless, coming across as a
way of favoring the most powerful countries while penalizing the
weakest – it also plays a part in fostering feelings of dissatisfaction
and disappointment that are casting their shadow on the European
project as a whole.
And yet, the relaunch of the European project could offer new
financial margins to boost the economy and could enhance the
fight against terrorism; it could also foster a better management
of migration flows, emphasize the international stance of the
Union and, finally, invigorate the banking system. The issues that
are bolstering the most radical movements would be overcome.
Unfortunately, a shift from confederalism to federalism does not
seem possible right now. The EU’s reputation has suffered to a
great extent in the eyes of public opinion, so much so that the
political establishment often prefers to distance itself from the
European project. The parties would rather restrict their actions
on a national level, reverting to intergovernmental methods, than
move toward a greater integration. The consequences of this are
right before our eyes: an enduring economic crisis, exacerbated
social inequality and uncertainty – it all plays right into the hands
of anti-system parties.
Over the last few months, EU founding countries met to try to
build momentum for European integration. Nevertheless, fractures
along national lines are undeniable. Germany and France are publicly endorsing each other, but the power imbalance is weakening
their long-established alliance. The growing gap separating Benelux countries is even more surprising. Belgium, Holland, and Lux-
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embourg used to meet in the lead-up to every European summit
to find common ground on hot topics. Yet, in February 2016, they
canceled their meeting in connection with a UK-dedicated summit,
knowing fully well they would have disagreed. A few days after the
Brexit referendum, on June 27, German Chancellor, Angela Merkel,
French President, François Hollande, and Italian Prime Minister,
Matteo Renzi, met in Berlin. A short press release followed, highlighting the importance of “strengthening internal and external security”, “boosting economic growth and strengthening social cohesion” and “providing jobs for its young people”. The most delicate
issues on the agenda – starting from a transfer of sovereignty from
the Member States to the EU in order to achieve, amongst other
things, a gradual mutualisation of public debts – were ignored: they
were too divisive. The same issues affected the final communiqué
for the June EU summit, during which UK’s partners informally
met to assess the future of the Union.
The weakness of the European Commission
Although the EU’s image has been tainted by the shocking UK decision, by growing populism, and by ever increasing national tensions, Europe cannot count on the European Commission. Since
the beginning of his mandate, in late 2014, Jean-Claude Juncker
has expressed the wish to lead the executive body in a markedly
political way, antagonizing many governments that felt deprived of
their authority. A few bold legislative proposals have sparked criticism by the Member States – from the decision to relocate asylum
seekers from Italy and Greece to other EU countries, to the launch
of the European Border and Coast Guard, which is able to deploy
specialists to the Member States borders without the approval of
the national government in question. This over-federal vision has
caused irritability and disaffection, all the more so for being linked
to a discretionary implementation of the budgetary rules of the Stability and Growth Pact. Trust between the executive body and national governments has been damaged.
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Many national leaders now state the preeminence of the European Council over the European Commission and of intergovernmentalism over the Community method. The push towards a
greater federal integration could be influenced – or even worse,
hindered – by the aforementioned issues, by the weak drive of the
EU executive body, and by a Council defined by lowest-commondenominator politics and watered-down compromises. Over the
last few months, the European Commission has become much less
federalist than before, more attentive to domestic political sensitivities. Three files show this new trend: migration policy, trade
policy, and fiscal policy. In all three cases, the EU executive’s
attitude has become much more confederal, in fact abiding by the
national will. The goal is to preserve the EU and to reduce strain
among the Member States, but behind a façade of unity, disruptive
tensions are building up. On migration policy, the European Commission has decided not to start infringement procedures against
those governments which so far have disregarded the 2015 Council decision to relocate across the EU asylum seekers from Italy
and Greece. Although many Eastern European governments are
blatantly refusing to apply the measures, Brussels is not going
after them. The refugees’ relocation should take two whole years,
so it does make sense not to subject the inert governments to sanctions yet. In fact, the EC is trying to avoid opening a dispute with
countries where public opinion is deeply opposed to immigration.
Brussels is merely accepting the status quo.
The same applies to trade. The economic agreement negotiated with Canada (CETA) could have been considered a European
agreement, to be approved only by the European Parliament and
the European Council. In July 2016, however, the European Commission decided to consider it a mixed agreement, therefore requiring national ratifications by the Member States. This choice was
taken as a way to assuage growing popular protests against free
trade agreements and globalization. Even here, in fact, the EU executive has given the last word to the Member States. After an extensive consultation to get Belgium – and especially Wallonia – on
board, the Member States have signed the treaty that will have to be
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ratified by almost 40 national and regional parliaments. The provisional application could never come into permanent effect.
Finally, national budgets: here, the game is still open. The European Commission has quite clearly decided to take it down a notch,
at least in this phase. The Italian 2017 budget is in clear violation
of the Stability and Growth Pact. Just like the European Commission has not felt like imposing a EU-only ratification on CETA, or
going after Eastern European countries for their failure to relocate
asylum seekers, it is also closing an eye on those countries with
the most controversial budgets. The EC would not want to set both
governments and the public opinion against the European institutions. The financial situation in Italy is reminiscent of Spain’s and
Portugal’s. Brussels is pandering to national sensitivities in trying
to protect the cohesion of the 28 Member States. Now more than
ever, Juncker’s EC is being overtly political. After holding to the
ideal of a federal Europe, the EC is making a U-turn and endorsing
a confederal system.
In September 2016, while in Paris, Juncker said: “We have to
stop talking about the United States of Europe, the citizens don’t
want them”. With populism on the rise, it is a justifiable position,
but a risky one indeed: we risk to see an erosion of the façade of a
cohesive community. When it comes to migration, Eastern Europe’s
stances irks Southern European countries. On trade, Belgium dragging its feet on the future of CETA discredited the Union as an
international trade negotiator. As for the economy, the implementation of the Stability and Growth Pact is increasingly watered down,
and its rules are more and more disregarded. Is this a fleeting trend
or something that it is here to stay? The most ardent optimists can
only hope that – as the French say – the European Commission has
decided to reculer pour mieux sauter, which is to say to take a step
back in order to make a better jump.
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The Trump effect
The EU’s difficult balance between integration and disintegration
has been endangered by the outcome of the November 2016 US
elections. The victory of Republican candidate Donald Trump is
giving new impetus to European anti-establishment parties: they
feel validated by his victory. Moreover, one could fear that with
Trump taking office at the White House, he will mainly focus on
domestic issues while neglecting foreign policy challenges. There
is always a gap between electoral promises and political performances: nevertheless, it is safe to assume that Trump will impose
a new direction in US-Europe relations – mainly when it comes to
defense and security. Over and over, the Republican candidate has
asked Europe to take responsibility for its security, first of all by increasing military spending. Both the European Commission and the
Council, in principle, are determined to follow the path of a closer
cooperation to organize and invest in the military field. With the
UK leaving, it should become even easier – since Britain strongly
rejected the idea of a defense community for years.
The real challenge, however, will be that of coming up with a
new modus vivendi for the EU Council and NATO. 22 out of 28
Member States are also members of the military alliance. For a long
time, it was possible for European states to ride between the two
horses: especially during the Cold War, it was not just a comfortable position, it also had a raison d’être. It is not the case anymore.
The role of NATO is more and more put into question, especially
when it comes to its relationship with Russia. NATO’s expansion
into Eastern Europe is one of the causes of much of the tension with
Moscow. It will not be easy to revise the military priority of the EU.
Some European countries, i.e. the Eastern ones, are actually more
loyal to Washington than to Brussels. Some of them would rather
not leave NATO, fearing duplicates. Then there is the case of, say,
France, wondering about the future of its nuclear weapons, should
they be put into question by the European Commission.
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Italy’s stance
Italy could play an important role in the future of the EU. The country is at a crossroads. Both the Italian economy and Italian politics
are cause for concern in Brussels. On the economic side, twenty
years after the introduction of a single currency, Italy is still struggling with the same issues: high youth unemployment, an ever-increasing public debt, strong familistic and clientelistic ties, growing
social inequalities and regional divergences. Unlike many other
countries, Italy struggles to stick to the rules of the monetary union:
to benefit from the single European currency, a thorough modernization is in order. It is no coincidence that Italy is going through an
unprecedented rise of disaffection with the EU. According to a November 2016 Eurobarometer survey, just 33% of Italians think that
Italy’s membership of the EU is a “good thing”, compared to a 53%
EU average. Moreover, 38% of Italians say that Italy has “on balance” benefited from being a member of the EU. This compares to
60% of EU citizens on average. With the constitutional referendum
held on 4 December 2016, Italian citizens voted against a reform
of the Senate that would have overcome “perfect” bicameralism.
Many of them also used the referendum as a means to criticize the
Renzi government and to voice their dissatisfaction with European
integration, embracing the thesis of the Northern League and the
Five Star Movement. It is also not a coincidence that Euroscepticism is especially rooted in both Italy and Greece, the two countries
that suffer the most from the reform needs of their European partners – especially when it comes to restructuring public debt.
But then, a public debt so high is nothing but the aftereffect of
the very makeup of the Italian society. Over the past decades, debt
helped Italy moving with the times and develop a welfare state.
But under the cloak of debt, were also hidden Italian big and small
vices: big as tax evasion, small as tax avoidance; big as aid funds
for companies, small as “baby pensions”; big as the grand thefts
of politicians, small as the little scams of the common folks. And
again, the North-South divide, the eternally unfinished highways
(a source of employment for hundreds of Italians, for decades); a
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banking system weighed down by nonperforming loans; familism
that favors kinship over worth; a slow justice system that punishes
many but advantages many more – all those who are not completely
in the right nor in the wrong, thanks to twisted laws; too high salaries – both in the public and the private sector – nothing but electoral bribes to powerful corporations and a way to buy the silence of
those who may witness clientelism, questionable management maneuver, unwarranted advancements, sometimes even illegal decisions. Fiddling with endemic debt would mean to shake up a country in which the public debt has become an ingrained part of civil
society more than a part of social cohesion. The economic crisis has
been going on for eight years, prosperity is decreasing, and the EU
rules are getting more and more strict (and, therefore, unpopular).
At present, Italy is marred by economic fragility and political
uncertainty. The EU establishment is understandably concerned,
especially in a year when a lot of issues will be put into question.
While most of the Italian population is looking at both the German
and the French elections, Italy’s partners are drawn by the debate
that is going down in Rome. Right now, the idea of Italy leaving the
EU is not a topic for discussion: should it be necessary, a majority
of Italians would vote to remain in the Union and the Eurozone. 25
years after the Maastricht summit, during which the criteria for a
monetary union were decided, the future of Italy will be crucial to
understanding Europe’s penchant – for a gradual integration or an
out-of-control disintegration. “Man’s habitual shortcoming is not
to anticipate the storm during fine weather”, said Machiavelli. For
both Italy and Europe, the stormy weather expected in 2017 will
leave no room for illusions.

3.

A Crisis within Representative
Democracy
Alberto Martinelli

What crisis are we talking about?
The kind of crisis I will examine, by taking into account EU Member States, is not a crisis of political regimes but a crisis within
political regimes: it is more a crisis within democracy than a crisis
of democracy.
The 2008 global financial crisis, prolonged economic stagnation, high unemployment levels, rising social inequalities, and
citizens’ disaffection towards institutions set up a situation in
many ways similar to the one that, in the period between the two
World Wars, caused the emergence of authoritarian and totalitarian regimes. In fact, there is a number of deep differences between
the past and the present, making it quite unlikely for democratic
regimes to fall. The mere existence of the European Union and
the tight alliances between democracies on the two shores of the
Atlantic Ocean are a guarantee against non-democratic drifts.
Decades of democratic life consolidated institutions all the while
spreading liberal-democratic values and norms (rule of law, separation of constitutional powers, free, fair and competitive elections, media pluralism, civil and political rights) even in the EU
countries with an authoritarian past, such as Spain, Portugal,
Greece, and the former Soviet-bloc countries. The wellbeing and
the security of many social groups depend on the functioning of
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the market economy and the distribution of public funds (welfare
state). Professedly anti-democratic political forces are weak.
All the aforementioned factors prevent the falling of European
democracies, so it would not be fair to talk about a crisis of democracy. Nevertheless, there are various strains and issues in the
functioning of many European democracies. Indeed, the process
of European politics construction is in a rut, and the US-EU relationship within NATO could be put into question by the new
Trump presidency. It is becoming increasingly difficult for traditional parties to mobilize and organize the masses, all the while
new movements and national-populist leaders are asserting themselves. The welfare state is paying the consequences of financial
stringency and, finally, citizens’ attitude towards politics is more
and more expressed through indifference, non-participation, and
detachment.
The crisis within democracy is a crisis of representation that,
in turn, is a crisis of both efficacy/efficiency and legitimacy. The
“Liberty of the Moderns”, to recall the famous definition by Benjamin Constant, is nothing but representative democracy, rooted
in popular sovereignty and constitutional rights (as per Article 1
of the Constitution of Italy, “sovereignty belongs to the people,
which exercises it in the forms and within the limits of the Constitution”); it is a political system in which the elected represents
the interests and the opinions of the citizens within the rule of
law, and takes decisions towards common objectives such as the
defense of freedom and civil rights, juridical equality and social
justice, nonviolent conflict resolution, and the mediation between
public and private interests.
A representative democracy is consolidated when a government, legitimized by the free vote of the majority, is capable of
managing complex issues. Efficiency/efficacy and legitimacy are
strictly intertwined dimensions, and the degree and the way of
their presence in a political system define the quality of democracy. Today, the erosion of sovereignty, the twilight of ideologies,
the transformation of political parties, the ever-going elections,
and the manipulation of both old and new media, hinder most of
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the Western democracies’ political leaders, forcing them to promise, during their campaigns, everything they will not be able to
honor once elected, and to try to regain their waning consent by
personalizing leadership and resorting to populist rhetoric, thus
triggering a vicious circle between insufficient decisional efficiency and declining political legitimacy. It is not democracy per se to
be in danger, but its quality1.
The symptoms of a crisis of representation
The crisis of representation has multiple symptoms. First, there is
a decline in electoral participation – which is a generalized trend,
though not uniform in time (in the US, for instance, there was a small
recovery in presidential elections 2008 and 2012), nor in space (on
average, levels of participations are higher in the EU than in the
US) – coupled with high electoral volatility. Add to this the drop
in party registrations and support, and a generalized loss of trust in
the institution of representative democracy, which usually does not
translate to higher support for anti-democratic political forces, but
to a weakening of constitutionalism and the liberal component of
the liberty of the moderns. Then there is the spread of “symbolic
politics”, with ad hoc mobilizations and protests, often linked to
local issues, or in support to referenda or personalized leaderships.
To top all this, political forces of a populist nature are emerging
and growing stronger, destabilizing the bipolar political systems in
Italy (Center-Left, Center-Right and Five Stars Movement), France
(Center-Right, Center-Left, and Front National), and Spain (People’s Party, Socialist Party, and Podemos and Ciudadanos).

L. Morlino, D. Piana and F. Raniolo (eds.), La qualità della democrazia in Italia (The Quality of Democracy in Italy), Bologna, Il Mulino, 2013.
1
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The main causes of the efficiency
and legitimacy crisis in representative democracies
The efficiency and legitimacy crisis in representative democracies
has been going on for decades. Its roots can be traced down to globalization processes, and the recent and prolonged economic-financial crisis has only made things worse.
Globalization eroded the national state sovereignty, that is the
contest where representative democracy strived, all the while weakening the governments’ political efficacy, fostering citizens’ disaffection and distrust in leader skills, and jeopardizing the traditional
role (as intermediaries) of parties, unions, business organizations,
professional associations. The key actors in political representation, i.e. traditional mass parties, witnessed a transformation of
their electoral base and a withering of the ideological sources due
to the digital revolution, the economic and cultural globalization,
the spike in migratory flows, and the multiethnic society. It looks
like parties are less and less able to channel, filter, and elaborate the
demands coming from society, that is the set of increasingly liquid
and heterogeneous interests and identities, making it more difficult
their translation into coherent government programs.
This transformation of traditional parties is not just ascribable
to globalization, but also to other, less recent, processes: first of all,
the declining appeal of historical ideologies (“the great narratives”)
due to the failure of communism and the Soviet Union’s collapse,
but also the helplessness of social democracies in facing growing
inequalities, and the boiling down of liberalism to a self-regulating
market doctrine. The big cleavages – both political-cultural (state
vs. church, center vs. periphery) and socioeconomic (land vs. industry and owner vs. worker) – that marked the formation of the modern European society, and also gave birth to traditional parties, were
weakened by secularization processes, the opening of the service
industry, the feminization of the workforce, and the extension of
welfare. All in all, these processes lessened class and religious conflicts and undermined the traditional basis of mass parties. Globalization processes further deepened this transformation, allocating
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costs and benefits unequally, thus creating new rifts between social
groups – those who are or deem to have been favored and those who
are or deem to have been damaged by the global economy, and the
multiethnic society – furthering a misalignment between traditional
parties and their voters.
Second, the global financial crisis and economic recession amplified globalization’s negative impact on some social groups (lowskill workers witnessing a decrease in salaries, unemployed and
underemployed youth finding only temporary jobs, and other globalization losers), and furthered the opposition against migrants and
other forms of welfare chauvinism2.
Thus, the detachment between politics and citizens increased;
“cartel parties” (in which the interests of both the leader and upper echelons drift apart from the militants’ and, even more, the
citizens’) emerged; political scandals intensified, patronage and
corruption spread and, in reaction to all this, populist movements
denouncing the elites for subtracting the right of democratic participation to citizens grew.
Not only the globalization processes and the economic-financial
crisis contribute to a delegitimization of traditional parties, but also
reduce the efficiency/efficacy of representative democracies, by
eroding sovereignty right when the need for a government with real
powers and quick decision making is stronger. The liberty of the
moderns developed within the nation-state, a sovereign and impersonal political entity, at the same time organization and community,
while exerting a supreme jurisdiction on a circumscribed territory
and population, thanks to a monopoly on coercive power and legitimacy by consensus. The nation-state represented the main structuring factor of modern society and still represents the fundamental
context in which individuals live and the fundamental actor in international relations. The growth of global interdependence – where
people, goods, services, money, knowledge, information, pictures,
beliefs, lifestyles, weapons, crime, drugs, and pollutants move rapH. Kitschelt (with A.J. McGann), The Radical Right in Western Europe, Michigan, University of Michigan Press, 2000.
2
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idly and often uncontrollably across territorial boundaries, caused a
crisis in national sovereignty; while the development of transnational networks of wealth, power, and information restricted the choices
for national governments’ public policies. Speaking of which, some
examples are emblematic: the fiscal policy of many states was conditioned by the will to attract foreign investment, thus triggering a
race to the bottom in corporate taxes; EU rules in favor of financial
stringency are making it more difficult to implement welfare policies, a fundamental source of legitimation and consensus-building
for many Western democratic governments after WW2, especially
in the European-continental variant of capitalism: the social market
economy.
It must be remembered that the prosperity of the so-called “glorious thirty” after the Second World War was based on a double
compromise: the first one, between state and market, linked the
liberalization of international trade with national policies in favor of full employment and the development of internal demand
(Smith abroad and Keynes at home); the second link was that between strong workers’ unions and mass parties, which facilitated
anti-cyclic Keynesian economic policies of deficit spending, social
security policies, Fordist industrial production models and practices of collective bargaining that exchanged wage moderation and
increased productivity for efficient welfare policies. The regime
change that took place during the 1970s stagflation was caused by
various factors3: the digital revolution, the development of a globalized economy, the role of international finance, the power of the
central banks and international economic organizations, the hegemony of the monetarist paradigm of supply-side economics, economic policies of privatization, tax reductions, the deregulation and
monetary expansion of the Thatcher and Reagan governments, not
to mention fundamental political processes such as China’s openA. Martinelli, L’occidente allo specchio. Modelli di società a confronto (The Western World in the
Mirror. Comparing Models of Societies), Milano, Università Bocconi Editore, 2011; Idem,
“A political analysis of the global financial crisis: implications for crisis governance”
in H. Magara (ed.), Economic Crises and Policy Regimes: the Dynamics of Policy Innovation and
Paradigmatic Change, London, Edward Elgar, 2014.

3

A Crisis within Representative Democracy

55

ing to the global market and the implosion of the Soviet Union.
This paradigm shift caused a profound transformation of the representative democracies’ national sovereignty, limiting their ability to take autonomous choices and favoring a denationalization of
some fundamental public policies, as well as the development of
murky models of technocratic governance that are not accountable
to democratically elected representatives. The prolonged economic
stagnation strengthened these trends, particularly the ever-shrinking
leeway for enacting economic and social policies, and the reduction
in strategic and programmatic differences between parties.
The communication and digital information outbreaks, which entail a growing use of mass media in the political space, is the third
cause that, along with globalization and economic stagnation, contributed to the crisis of representative democracy. Both old and new
media are furthering a crisis in representation by fomenting a personalization of political leadership, weakening the parties’ internal
dialectic and depoliticizing mass protests. Leaders can directly get
in touch with people through television, without the need for a party
to communicate with their voters. Communication specialists are replacing upper echelons and party chiefs. The marketization of mass
media dictates a new logic to which political actors have to adapt.
Televised talk shows treat politics as any other message, fulfilling
the need of drawing viewer attention by turning everything into
something spectacular, oversimplifying and overdramatizing every
issue, stereotyping and demonizing the rivals, reiterating scandals
and personal accusations. The media omnipresence reinforces the
trend of personalizing politics, paving the way for the populist strategy of putting on a pedestal the “common sense” of the common
man, even when it equals disinformation and prejudice.
The new digital media turned out to be even more powerful than
television, inflicting the finishing blow to the parties’ already declining mediation and intermediation skills4, and mining the authority of scientists and intellectuals. Authority founded on knowledge
Y. Meni, “Cosa ci insegna il populismo sulla democrazia?” (“What Does Populism
Teach About Democracy?”), Quaderni di Scienza politica, vol. XXIII, no. 1, April 2016,
pp. 11-23.
4
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and experience has been challenged daily by hundreds of millions
of Internet users with the presumption of knowing it better. In many
social networks and blogs, evidenced-based therapies have the
same weight of the “natural” remedies of snake oil salesmen, and a
well-researched sociology report on migration gets the same recognition as the apocalyptic picture of the threat of millions of refugees
painted by any “fear entrepreneur”. The denial of expertise is integral to the populist attitude of hostility and suspicion towards any
kind of elite, intellectuals included, so that many people fall victims
of “post-truths” and occult manipulations. An alarming picture, indeed: while the digital revolution offers a lot of opportunities, it also
raises worries when it comes to the public democratic discourse.
Very few use the Internet to better their knowledge of reality, to
foster their critical thinking, to carry out experiments in deliberative democracy, to bring up citizens to respect different opinions
and be open to dialogue, debate, and compromise. The Web is more
often used for finger-pointing, belittling, making up “scapegoats”,
venting frustrations and prejudices, complaining while putting the
blame for one’s own failure on others, in a game of collective lack
of responsibility. It may look like political participation is increasing, but it is actually shrinking – Internet users run out of energy by
incessantly bickering with external and internal rivals and by taking
part in virtual mobilizations.
The consequences of the crisis, populisms
and the European Union
The main consequence of the crisis of democratic representation in
Europe lies in the risk that the rationalizing power of parties and institutions might be limited by the ebbs and flows of ephemeral and
volatile political moods, thus triggering a vicious cycle between
weak governments focused on the short-term and protest populist
movements without perspectives, right at a time when the need for
legitimate and efficient governments, able to face a series of intertwined crises (economic-financial, migratory, terrorism-related) is
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stronger than ever. The main symptom of the crisis of democratic
representation is the rise of populist leaders, movements, and parties.
Every populist mobilization is rooted in a crisis of representation5 and
a weakness of political institutions6. Populist ideology’s content is
“thin” and limited, consisting of two interrelated concepts: the people
as the only source of power, and the community as a legitimate parameter to define who belongs to the people. A strong and simple message: the Manichean juxtaposition of the people’s will as an indistinct
totality and the corrupt elites to denigrate. The populist electoral-political strategy is based on a direct, unmediated, non-institutionalized
relationship between the leader and the often disorganized masses,
fostered through channels of participations via the Web7.
In the consolidated European and North-American democracies,
however, populism cannot be dismissed as an anti-democratic phenomenon, since it lives “in the shadows of democracy”8, and it is a
symptom of its malfunction. In fact, populist leaders foster the antipolitics and anti-establishment feelings of many citizens, even if
they are, indeed, political actors in the truest sense of the term: they
compete in elections, they take part in parliamentary assemblies,
they exercise their executive power to replace their defeated rivals
and reclaim their diversity (“non-parties” with a “non-statute”,
claims the Five Stars Movement), all the while being members of
the establishments. They call for a revolution, but it has to be legal;
better yet, they reiterate their capacity to channel every violent dissent within the democratic institutions. Many voters of the populist
parties point their fingers at real issues and sincerely want to improve the democratic political life, but their idea of democracy is
rudimentary and incomplete and ends up legitimating the rise of a
M. Canovan, “Taking Politics to the People: Populism as the Ideology of Democracy”, in Y. Meny and Y. Surel (eds.), Democracies and the Populist Challenge, London, Palgrave, 2002.
6
K.M. Roberts, “Neoliberalism and the Transformation of Populism in Latin America”, World Politics, no. 48, 1995, pp. 2-116.
7
H. Kriesi and T.S. Pappas (eds.), European Populism in the Shadow of the Great Recession,
Colchester, ECPR Press, 2015.
8
M. Canovan (2002).
5
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plebiscitary leadership that has full control of the movement and represses every dissenting opinion – in a fake participatory way that,
in fact, is soaked in intolerance. Moreover, their holistic conception
of a sovereign citizen is the opposite of the culture of limits, of a
power checking and balancing other powers, of a role of mediation
between a plurality of interests and values, played by the other parties. Not to mention the fact that “direct digital democracy” does
not equal deliberative democracy.
This does not mean, however, that we should not take the critiques populism address towards economic and cultural globalization
– that it intensifies social inequalities, incites intercultural conflicts –
and representative democracy – that it violates the principle of equal
representation – seriously, and use them as incentives to implement
reforms to improve democracy, while avoiding its illiberal and often
hyper-nationalistic drifts.
If on the one hand, populism pinpoints actual issues in the workings of democracies, we cannot forget that, on the other, it implies an
illiberal version of democracy. Populism expresses the perennial tension between the two fundamental dimensions of the “liberty of the
moderns”, by accentuating the democratic component (people sovereignty, the power of the majority) while overlooking the liberal component (separation of powers, constitutional guarantees, institutional
weights and counterweights, minority rights)9. Recent experiences in
Poland and Hungary are quite paradigmatic. The Orbán government
with his party Fidesz limited the powers of the Constitutional Court,
the autonomy of the judicial power, the freedom of the press, the protection of religious pluralism and other civil rights, even though these
measures are against the fundamental values asserted in the EU Treaties. The Polish Kaczyński government is going down the same road.
Populism risks an illiberal drift, especially when – as it frequently
happens – it joins forces with a more complex and well-structured
ideology, as it is the case with nationalism. For European democracy,
the real danger lies in national-populism10. The plasticity and haziness
A. Martinelli, Mal di nazione. Contro la deriva populista (Nation-ache. Against the Populist
Drift), Milano, Università Bocconi Editore, 2013.
10
Ibid.
9
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of the populist core ideology (good people vs. corrupt elites) allow it
to combine it with more structured and complex ideologies like rightwing nationalism or left-wing radicalism, offering specific answers to
key political issues11. The link with nationalism, especially, reinforces
and organizes the populist ideology around issues like the national
community inclusion/exclusion criteria, and reaffirms the importance
of national sovereignty against the European super-state’s appropriation attempts. National-populists deem not only global elites and Eurocrats as enemies, but also specific groups that should be excluded
from the national community (refugees and migrants, ethnic and religious minorities, rival nations). National-populists are convinced that
migrants (as a group) are not compatible with the indigenous culture
and threaten their identity, and accuse the EU institutions of fostering
the threat by supporting the free circulation of persons and the abolition of internal borders without controlling external borders. Nationalism and populism share many traits (both demonize their rivals,
look for conspiracies and scapegoats, distrust whoever is different,
fall under the spell of their leaders) and, most of all, are joined in their
opposition to the European project of political integration and their
strategy for a recovery of full national sovereignty12.
Europe’s two responses to the crisis of democratic
representation
The two main possible responses to the European democracies’
crisis of representation are a reaffirmation of national sovereignty
and a move towards a supranational European Union. These two
responses are profoundly different in terms of ideological roots, target social groups, strategic priorities, political proposals, but also
have a different ability to contrast the two different dimensions of
the crisis. The first is better suited to answer to the political actors’
B. Stanley and P. Ucen, The “thin ideology” of populism in Central and Eastern Europe: theory
and preliminary mapping, unpubl. Ms, 2008.
12
A. Martinelli (2013); A. Cavalli, A. Martinelli, La società europea (The European Society),
Bologna, Il Mulino, 2015.
11
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legitimacy crisis, while the second seems more apt to solve the issue of the governments’ efficiency/efficacy crisis.
The nationalism upswing, strategies to fully recover national
sovereignty and to re-nationalize policies could – at least partially –
answer to the legitimacy crisis, because national-populism (or neonationalism) offers a foundation of identity to globalization losers
and the dissatisfied that pinpoint transnational economic and financial elites, and the EU bureaucracy and technocracy as the root of
all evil: unemployment, job insecurity, reduction in incomes, generalized insecurity. However, this kind of answer does not deal with
the efficacy crisis, because it fails to free the neo-nationalist governments from the constraints of globalization: on the contrary, the
smaller and weaker the statehood, the stronger those ties. It is also
a dangerous answer, divisive and confrontational.
The second response to the European national democracies crisis lies in the development of a European supranational governance,
to be fulfilled by a transfer of sovereignty quotas to the EU to take
common and pan-European decisions on macroeconomic, social,
fiscal, foreign, security, environmental, and migratory policies,
and by adopting procedures for enhanced cooperation between EU
countries that already share the common currency. This kind of response suits better the need to face an efficiency/efficacy crisis than
that of a legitimacy crisis: it does not solve the European institutions’ democratic deficit while straining the divide between Member States due to the different impact of the intertwined economicfinancial, migratory, and terrorism crises.
It looks like each response can only apply to a single aspect of
the representation crisis so that both are equally (though differently)
inadequate.
The Europeanist proposal seems better suited to face the issue
of the deficit of democratic representation more than the nationalpopulist proposal is suited to establish governments able to manage the current crises in their complexity. EU Institutions can (and
must) evolve by bestowing real powers of democratic control to the
European Parliament, developing an authentic European public discourse, and reaching a reasonable compromise between economic
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competitiveness and social cohesion on the one hand, and supranational and intergovernmental methods on the other. Separate national states lack the resources to govern – or, at least, mitigate – the
effects of global processes; most of all, they risk to go down the
already tragically traveled road of the European “civil wars”. As
François Mitterrand stated during his last speech, “le nationalism
c’est la guerre” (1995)13.

13

François Mitterrand, Speech at the European Parliament, 17 January 1995.

4.

Uncertainties and Inequalities:
Political Risks
Maurizio Ferrera

According to the major modern political thinkers, free trade and
open markets are beneficial not just because they create wealth, but
also because of their role as social and political peacemakers. As
Tocqueville said, doux commerce is a triumph of reason over violent
subjugation in the relationship between governments and between
individuals. In turn, Adam Smith highlighted the civilizing effect
of commerce between nations: persuasion over compulsion, urbane
universalism over belligerent tribalism. To Max Weber, markets are
the most impersonal form of social relationship, but they also retain a minimum of “communitarization”, thanks to shared interests
between current and potential actors of exchanges. A functioning
market requires – and, therefore, indirectly promotes, as a byproduct of the interested reason – territorial peace, the sharing of some
ethical commodities, the adoption of implementable and enforceable norms. There are historical periods in which market-making
processes played – mainly in Europe – a significant role in fostering centralization and, then, democratization dynamics in political
authority.
This line of thinking is certainly analytically plausible and empirically founded. Unfortunately, these are not laws, but just general
trends that take place in favorable contexts and under certain conditions. One of these conditions is that market exchanges – that, in
turn, rest on free circulation of goods, services, capital, and persons
– generate distributive outcomes that are “acceptable” in terms of
the principles, expectations, and needs of the actors participating in
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such exchanges, especially the weaker ones. If inequality and insecurity produced by free trade exceed this acceptability threshold,
peace-making and civilizing effects decrease until they turn into
their opposites. Market and openness can become tools of division,
sources of instability and (even violent) conflict.
On the back of a vast body of knowledge (prime examples are
recent works by Piketty and Atkinson)1, we now know that inequality and insecurity have sharply increased over the last few decades
within advanced countries, and this despite growing openness,
represented for instance by economic globalization and migration
flows. At the same time, we witness the growing instability of democratic political systems. The virtuous circle between market economy, liberal democracy, and social cohesion, which characterized
the second half of the XX century, appears to be irreparably stuck,
and this hints at a not-so-bright future, especially in the United
States and the European Union. How did we come to this? What can
we expect? This chapter aims at delving deeper into the relationship
between economic insecurity and political instability, so as to shed
light on its dynamics and highlight its dangerous implications.
Globalization, economic crisis and inequality
When it comes income and wealth distribution, globalization had
two opposite outcomes: a marked improvement in wellbeing and
living standards in developing countries – with a consequent decrease in inequality between North and South and a sharp rise in
income disparities within developing countries, that is more inequality.
In emerging countries, average income per capita grew considerably over the last two decades, and an ever-larger share of the
population has now left absolute poverty. Asian countries witnessed
the rapid expansion of a new middle class, more and more conA.B. Atkinson, Inequality: What Can Be Done?, Cambridge, Masachussetts, Harvard
University Press, 2014; T. Piketty, Capital in the Twenty-First Century, Cambridge, Masachussetts, Belknap Press, Harvard University Press, 2014.
1
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nected to the global economy in terms of access to and consumption
of goods and services. Even in OECD (Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development) countries, at least until the start of
the 2008 crisis, GDP per capita grew, but the incomes of the median
household – the household at the center of the distribution – did not
grow as much. Only the richest households have benefited from
this. This trend was particularly evident in the US: between 1979
and 2013, GDP per capita grew by 1.6% on average, but median
household income grew just by 0.3%. On the opposite, the richest
10% experienced a threefold increase in wealth.2 There are less and
less stable and well-payed jobs, particularly in the secondary sector. This is in part linked to technological advances, but it is also
partly due to globalization. Some studies estimated that increasing
Chinese import made two million jobs in the US manufacturing
sector disappear. A third polarizing factor is ever-increasing migratory flows. Migration – often illegal – from Mexico, displaced native workers in a number of low-skill sectors. If we use the average
household income as a benchmark, the number of American adults
belonging to the middle class is lower than China’s.
EU countries experienced similar trends, albeit less marked.
Since the early 2000s, income inequality grew in every Member
State, apart from some Central Eastern European countries such as
Poland, Romania, and Bulgaria. And, just as in the US, the share of
income owned by the 90th percentile (the richest 10%) increased.
This increase was especially significant (more than 5%) in the UK,
Ireland, and Portugal, but it concerned almost all states, Nordic
countries included. At the same time, poverty risk and social exclusion also grew, now also affecting the middle class. Relative poverty and unemployment (youth unemployment in particular), experienced a peak during the Great Recession, especially in Southern
Europe and Ireland. Job loss in the manufacturing sector was stunning. This trend started at least 15 years ago, but it experienced a
noticeable acceleration during the crisis: -11% between 2008 and
2015. Like the US, Europe recorded a rapid increase in migratory
2

Quantitative data cited in this chapter come from the OECD.
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flows, both within the EU (due to Eastern enlargements) and from
third countries (Africa, Middle East). Aside from trends connected
to increased border openness, the European middle class has grown
poorer, and social exclusion has increased, also due to a reduction
in social benefits. Austerity and fiscal consolidation processes required by the EU also played a role.
This sharp increase in inequality is causing a tangible “disarticulation” of the social fabric in terms of social opportunities: chances,
interests, perspectives, connections.3 At the top, we find an elite that
is almost entirely “globalized”: the richest decile is fully integrated
within global networks, and is able to consume and live in a world
without boundaries. For this elite, globalization represented and still
represents a huge benefit, in terms of income, wealth, opportunities,
including higher chances of political influence (affluence is influence).
In the middle, we find the middle class, whose incomes have experienced an overall stagnation and, during the crisis, even an inflection.
Many households lost their income sources, and so their living standards shrunk. Despite this relative impoverishment, the middle class
is somehow connected to global networks, insofar as it consumes a
number of goods and services made available by globalization: take
for instance low-cost flights and mass tourism, personal computers,
mobile phones, and so on. But this class’ perception of globalization is now skewed towards its negative consequences, especially on
personal security. As cognitive psychology explains, losses always
weigh more than gains, especially if the latter come from the “invisible” hand of the market. At the bottom (below the second decile), we
find the “deprived” and the “excluded”, whose experience of openness is almost completely confined to its costs, even when they are
not totally aware of it. Globalization and economic integration supporters overestimated their trickle-down potential. Economic gains
only benefited the highest deciles. Many “losers” can now be found
in the middle of the distribution, and very little gains “trickle down”
below that, also due to a lack of adequate irrigation systems (plainly:
appropriate development and social welfare policies).
3

B. Milanovic, Global Inequality, Cambridge, Masachussetts, Harvard University Press, 2016.
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This new kind of stratification is disarticulated for at least two
reasons. First, the economic, social and cultural distance between
the three classes, and the opportunities available to them, have
reached novel historical peaks. Second, social mobility between
classes is very low, both infra- and inter-generationally. The elite
lives within globalization and “uses” it at its own advantage. The
middle class “sees” globalization, can have a taste of it, but it is also
threatened and often hit by it. Its offspring has much lower chances
of ascending the social ladder that descending it. The bottom class
has only a vague perception of globalization and is mostly crushed
by it without being able to access its benefits.
The exposure of the three classes to migratory flows also varies
widely. Expert studies suggest, correctly, that immigration “is good
for the economy”4. These are however estimates of aggregate impacts, which disregard local variations, “here and now”. Migrants
do not uniformly spread out across territories, occupational sectors,
neighborhoods, schools, and so on. Cosmopolitan elites live in their
golden world. Middle-class citizens, instead, have to do with migrants in their ordinary lives, directly experiencing tensions caused
by cultural and social differences and the risks of losing their jobs or
social benefits (a threat that is particularly relevant for the poorest).
After fundamentalist neo-terrorism entered the stage in Europe, migration also brought risks to public order and individual security.
This can be considered a disarticulation factor as well. By the way,
immigration adds a fourth group to the abovementioned stratification system: the non-citizen class, mostly clustered around the first
deciles in income distribution but separated from the latter due to
formal and informal, implicit and explicit, discrimination.
Any society features multiple forms of inequality, and from
this originate levels and forms of stratifications. What should have
us worried today is the depth of cleavages between one class and
the other, the paralysis in social mobility and the disarticulation of
stratification as a system. Even an economic recovery (although cerS. Allievi and G. Della Zuanna, Tutto quello che non vi hanno mai detto sull’immigrazione
(What Nobody Ever Told You About Immigration), Bari-Roma, Laterza, 2016.
4
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tainly helpful) may not be enough to make things better. Over the
last century, political and economic instability in Latin America was
due precisely to the disarticulation of social structures. Such instability was dotted by insurrections, coup d’états, hyperinflation, and
fiscal crises. And, most of all, it was plagued by national-populism.
Could the US and Europe follow down this road as well?
Insecurity, political protest, and populism
Impoverishment and economic uncertainty inexorably breed social resentment. Relative deprivation is the causal mechanism,
as brilliantly explained by the American political scientist Ted
Gurr in a classic book from the 1970s5. The primary cause for any
rebellion is a psychological sequence of frustration-aggression.
When prolonged and strongly rooted, frustration turns into anger, and even into violent rebellion. The kind of frustration that
is politically relevant is precisely “relative deprivation”, that is
the difference between what citizens think they deserve and what
they estimate that can realistically get from social cooperation.
As explained earlier, relative deprivation is a function of the “acceptability” and legitimacy of the distributive order enforced in a
citizen’s frame of reference. The potential for rebellion of a political collectivity is therefore strongly tied to the intensity and range
of its members’ relative deprivation. It is not a simple matter of
objective conditions, but mainly of perceptions and the choice of
targets to blame.
According to surveys, globalization and migration are perceived by vast sectors of the middle class – rightly or wrongly – of
the main culprits of their impoverishment and growing insecurity.
Eurobarometer results show that the absolute majority of Spanish, Italian, French (the most scared), and even German citizens
believe that globalization only benefits business and promotes inequality. Competition between domestic and foreign companies,
5

T. Gurr, Why Men Rebel, Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1970.
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delocalization processes, and corporate restructuring are taken as
the reasons, “here and now”, for losing and/or not finding a job.
Citizens tend to overestimate migration as a cause, but it cannot
be denied that, in many regions, it is an objective cause of growing competition to seize or maintain scarce resources: jobs, public
services, welfare benefits, and so on. Who is to blame for deciding
and promoting openness? It is here that the search for someone to
blame reaches the political system. Feelings of relative deprivation direct middle class voters’ anger towards governing elites, the
so-called mainstream (center-right or center-left) parties that in
the last twenty years, and especially during the crisis, facilitated
(or were not able to manage or stop) international competition,
migration, welfare cuts, and the threat of neo-terrorism. The more
voters blame governing elites, the more new anti-establishment,
anti-elites parties tend to sprout up. Thus inexorably starts the vicious circle of populist politics, which revolves around the amplification of the fight between people and the elite, around the juxtaposition of “us” and the system6. This vicious circle is typically
triggered by one or more charismatic leaders, who take advantage
of discontent, put an emphasis on feelings of relative deprivation,
pander with shallowness to the blaming mechanism already in action in “the people”, and advance proposals in line with what voters want to hear, even if they are unfeasible or unreasonable.
There are two kinds of populism: reactionary or grassroots.
Donald Trump is the epitome of a reactionary populist. His electoral slogan was “Make America Great Again”, and this should be
achieved through protectionist trade and migration policies, and a
neo-isolationist stance in foreign policy. More generally, reactionary proposals are those that aim to restore a previous and lost status
quo. Many European populists (Salvini, Le Pen, Wilders, Farage)
are, in this sense, reactionary as well. And Brexit shows that they
can wreak havoc. There is also a grassroots populism: that of the
Five Stars Movement, Syriza, or Podemos. These movements do
A. Martinelli, Mal di Nazione. Contro la deriva populista (Nation-ache. Against the Populist
Drift), Milano, Università Bocconi Editore, 2016.
6
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not chase the past, but want to bring down the status quo in the
name of some kind of political-economic renaissance that would
benefit the “people” or the “citizens”. Left-wing populism has a
long tradition in Latin American countries. See, for instance, Argentine history and Evita Perón’s anti-capitalistic rhetoric. But see
also the new wave of “liberation” movements such as Chávez’s in
Venezuela, Correa’s in Ecuador, or Morales’s in Bolivia: sworn enemies of local oligarchies, but also of the “Washington Consensus”
and neo-liberal policies.
Stoked and amplified by the 2008 great recession, the vicious
circle “globalization/immigration  middle-class impoverishment/insecurity  relative deprivation and political resentment
 populism” is a destabilizing factor not just within consolidated democracies, but also in recent democracies and democratizing countries. See for instance Poland, Hungary, and most of all,
Erdoğan’s Turkey. As the Latin American experience proved, irrespective of ideological stance (left or right), populism carries
the virus of authoritarianism and a strong anti-liberal flair. To the
extent that it happened, over the last three decades, the stabilization of the international system took place thanks to the diffusion
of liberal, rather than properly democratic, principles. As wisely
predicted by Ralf Dahrendorf, inequality and insecurity caused by
globalization are taking their toll on democracies’ ability to adapt
and promote change in an orderly fashion, even within international arenas, without infringing upon the rule of law and freedom
rights7. While an excess of pessimism should be avoided, Brexit
and the election of Donald Trump could already have kick-started
a treacherous spiral of destabilization affecting political balances:
within each Western country, among them, and in the international
system as a whole.
Compared to Rodrik’s trilemma (globalization, democracy, and sovereignty), Dahrendorf ’s “circle” also (aptly) includes social cohesion and freedom rights. See D. Rodrik,
The Globalization Paradox: Democracy and the Future of the World Economy, W.W. Norton
& Company, 2011 and R. Dahrendorf, Quadrare il cerchio (Square the Circle), Bari-Roma,
Laterza, 1995.
7
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Crisis vs. disintegration.
Issues and perspectives for the European Union
In 2009, right as Europe was beginning to experiment the repercussions of the American financial shock, the Lisbon Treaty was entering into force, targeting ambitious goals: promoting wellbeing for
all citizens; a balanced and sustainable economic growth; a competitive social market economy aiming at full employment; territorial cohesion; progress and social justice. Events since 2009 seem to
contradict every single one of these objectives8. Not only did poverty, inequality, and unemployment grow, but also intergenerational,
occupational skills, insider-outsider divides within each country.
Convergence between Western and Eastern Europe also ground to
a halt and, even worse, marked polarization between Northern and
Southern Europe started to emerge, subverting a historical trend of
upwards convergence. The financial crisis and the long and impressive economic recession shared a great deal of responsibility in this.
The last few years’ “social shock”, however, sprang up from a misguided approach by EU institutions. More or less directly, fiscal
consolidation targets set by Brussels worsened the situation, most
of all for the young and the most vulnerable sectors of the population (pensioners suffered comparatively less). The outcomes of this
social shock will be felt over the next years, maybe decades, also in
terms of lower economic growth: a paradox within a paradox.
Beyond the economic crisis and subsequent austerity, a particularly destabilizing factor within the EU was the rapid increase
in internal (i.e. between Member States) economic flows. As we
all know, freedom of movement of persons is one of the pillars of
integration. All in all, intra-EU mobility of workers and person
was fairly low – in absolute terms – until the early 2000s. With
the Eastern enlargements, these flows increased sharply, mostly towards fastest growing countries. In Germany, yearly immigration
of persons coming from different EU countries rose from 574,000
M. Ferrera, Rotta di collisione Euro contro Welfare? (Collision Course. Euro vs Welfare?), BariRoma, Laterza, 2016.
8

72

The Age of Uncertainty. Global Scenarios and Italy

in 2008 to 966,000 in 2012 (+71%). The main origins countries
were Poland, Hungary, Romania and Bulgaria. In the UK, immigration remained more stable, around 500,000 persons per year, but if
measured in terms of working age population these figures are even
more significant than in Germany.
Voters in destination countries have become less and less tolerant
towards migration. The main target were non-EU citizens, whose
pressure at the Southern and Eastern shores of the EU reached an
intensity of biblical proportion after the collapse of Qaddafi’s regime in Libya and the Syrian crisis. However, intolerance concerns
not just non-EU citizens but also intra-EU migrants.
As stated earlier, at the aggregate level intra-EU mobility has
positive effects. Available empirical studies show that immigration from other Member States brings net benefits to destination
countries’ public finances, or it is “neutral”: what immigrants get is
evened out by what they pay in taxes and social security contributions. Even when not empirically founded, voter perceptions are
a political fact that parties and government cannot ignore. It is no
surprise that migration has become a controversial and divisive topic, not just for the relations between national governments and the
European Commission, but also for those between “old” and “new”
Europe, and even between native and migrant communities within
the same countries. The most striking case is certainly the British
one: migration was the main issue in the pro-Brexit campaign, as
it is for all reactionary populist movements, from the True Finns to
the Front National, from the Austrian Freedom Party to the Dutch
Party for Freedom, to the Northern League.
The issue of the freedom of movement – of persons in particular –
has been more and more politicized following the Brexit referendum.
It is likely that Brexit negotiations bring to new demands from other
governments. In order to manage the refugee crisis and the exceptional migratory wave since Summer 2015, some countries erected
actual walls to protect their own borders. The metaphor of a “Fortress
Europe”, coined in the 1990s, has become an ominous reality.
The main risk is that this metaphor transcends the boundaries
of the original metaphor; that is, that we move towards a “Fortress
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of a Fortress Europe”, closed not just to the outside, but also to the
inside.
Since the beginning of this century, Europe seemed the only region in the world able to provide an effective answer to globalization trends, an answer that could “square the circle”, as Dahrendorf would say, between openness, democracy, the rule of law, and
social cohesion. The last decade has put into question the whole
integration process and most of all its institutional framework. We
can no more take for granted that the EU will still be the Northern
Star of progress, of even that it will survive as it is today. This does
not entail that we shouldn’t try to fix and rebalance the European
construction via a fairer balance between the economic and social
dimension of integration, and cleverer institutional frameworks that
improve democratic legitimacy9. An enormous challenge that only
brave and responsible political actors will be able to tackle. Who
will they be? As of now, unfortunately, there is no one in sight.

9

For specific proposals, see my recent book as cited in the previous note.

5.

Syria and Libya: Neverending Crises
Armando Sanguini

Libya and Syria: two different countries, two different histories, two
different cultures – both going through the domino effect of the socalled Arab Springs in a very different way.
Different was the fate of the two respective autocrats: Libyan
Colonel Qaddafi, deposed and killed under the questionable banner
of an internationally-backed Western intervention; Syrian Bashar
al-Assad, spared by the lack of international legitimation on an intervention nobody was willing to take to its extreme consequences.
Different was the cost in both people’s lives – the dead, the injured, the displaced – and in assets. Think of the tragic exodus of
refugees from Syria, which overwhelmed and divided the European
Union, making Libya into a bridge towards Italy and Europe for the
migrants to transit.
Both countries share the widespread presence of the Muslim
Brotherhood: in Syria, it fell victim of the horrific 1982 Hama massacre (more than 30,000 citizens were killed), almost a sinister preview of the events of the last six years; in Libya, it was forgone by
Qaddafi for years, before taking a co-starring role in the revolutionary process from 2011 onwards.
Both countries share the burden of the Islamist extremism/terrorism: the burden of IS that, is taking over Syria since end-2013,
and Libya since end-2014; and the burden of other Islamist militias,
like Jabhat Fatah al-Sham (al-Qa‘ida) in Syria, and Ansar al-Sharia
in Libya.
The territorial map of both countries was drawn by external
powers (France-UK and Italy) neglectful of the varied and to some
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extent conflicting demands stemming from the patchwork of cultural, religious, ethnic and tribal identities involved.
Those demands were left in the hands of the respective autocrats
in exchange for “stability”, as a guarantee of the interests at stake.
We witnessed their progressive resurgence that finally became
explosive in 2011, inflamed by two destructive dynamics:
• the political-sectarian clash between Sunnis and Shiites and the
conflict within the Sunni family, which is putting into question
the very geopolitical balance of the two countries and of the
whole region; and
• the intruding agendas of key players, actors, actors, and extras
– both regional and international – interested in affecting their
course and final outcome.
Syria and Libya are nothing but two pieces of the puzzle of the
critical Middle Eastern situation. They both have an impact on it
and are impacted by it, and they offer us useful keys for understanding that puzzle: from Iraq to Bahrain, to Yemen, from Lebanon to
Jordan and Egypt, from Israel to Palestine.
Syria
In the last six years, Syria was the stage for multiple battles: the
main one against Bashar al-Assad, the one against IS, and all the
infighting among the opposition forces, moderate and not.
During the 2016 Rome MED Mediterranean Dialogues conference organized by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and ISPI (1-3 December 2016), the Russian Minister of Foreign Affairs, Sergej Lavrov, emphasized with cold assertiveness the coherence of choosing
to support the Bashar al-Assad regime as a legitimate government
against all those powers that, since 2011 onwards tried (illegitimately, according to Lavrov) to overturn it. That same coherence
which, following Damascus’ cry for help due to the “terrorists” that
were trying to bring the regime down, forced Russia to a direct
military intervention in 2015. It is irrelevant that it was just a claim
of coherence linked to its geopolitical interests and a merely formal
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international legitimacy – totally indifferent to democracy and human rights.
Too bad that the narrative of those years showed how this coherence was not countered with support measures (both from the Western and the Arab countries) towards the Syrian opposition that could
balance the continued and harsh disapproval towards the Bashar alAssad regime. And that with the collusion of Turkey and its regional
allies it de facto allowed a horde of militias – among them al-Qa‘ida
and its destructive offspring, IS, which would rapidly settle there
between 2013 and 2014 – to progressively plague the country.
This substantial Western inaction/uncertainty, as shown by the
ineffective Geneva negotiation in 2012, was a prelude to a particularly critical time: Obama turns down his chance to punish Bashar
al-Assad, guilty of resorting to chemical weapons, in exchange for
the destruction of his arsenals, as proposed by Moscow. The Arab
protests were of little to no use, as was Saudi Arabia’s turning down
of a non-permanent seat on the UN Security Council.
There is more: IS murderous exploits and the series of attacks
carried out in Europe, the Mediterranean, and the US, along with
the fear that Syria itself could become a no-man land following the
fall of Bashar al-Assad, make it so that al-Assad could become the
lesser of two evils, when compared to the terrorist threat. It is indeed a growing fear, and it is Putin, as we hinted before, who makes
the first move with his direct military intervention on the Syrian war
stage, taking on himself the lead of a strategic axis consisting of
Damascus troops, the Iranian Revolutionary Guards, and Hezbollah (Lebanon). Putin might be flying the anti-terrorism flag, but his
main aim is saving the Bashar al-Assad regime and, consequently,
IS and al-Qa‘ida, ruthlessly ignoring the other forces at play.
Russia’s direct military intervention changes the features of Syrian civil war: militarily, as the axis’ military advances raise the already high bar of the human tragedy taking place in Aleppo; but
also, that of the political-diplomatic game on the future transition
of the country, still on hold between Geneva and Vienna, while Putin aims at holding the better hand. Turkey’s downing of a Russian
warplane will help Putin isolate and discredit Ankara. It will take
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months for Ankara to raise its head, thanks to the migratory flow
that will force Europe to negotiate a debated and debatable agreement to contain that flow. Thanks to the attempted coup that will
favor a reconciliation with Moscow, Ankara will be able to focus
again on its historical threat, namely Kurdish ambitions.
2016 mirrored the relentless escalation of the Russian-led axis,
dotted by moments of truce thanks to the Western world and United
Nations Special Envoy Staffan de Mistura, and moments of conflict
with a military ground-and-air hammering – directed at the terrorists, sure, even in the central regions of the country (like Palmira
and al-Qaryatayn); but pounding also on the “moderate” opposition forces and pushing them to get closer and closer to the less
moderate ones – except for IS. Bashar al-Assad feels reinvigorated
and starts organizing new elections of the people’s council in the
regions he controls, while assigning maximum priority to the recapture of the pockets of rebels in the “useful Syria” – from the coastal
strip of Daraa to Damascus, to Homs, to Hama, to Aleppo, the last
remaining bastion, a litmus test for the outcomes of the war that will
save his regime. A pre-condition to start reconquering the rest of the
country, as announced by al-Assad, where in the meanwhile the war
against IS has never stopped, for the most part thanks to the Kurds,
but where Raqqa, the Islamic State capital in Syria, unlike Mosul in
Iraq, is still a far-away mark.
Against this background Aleppo east becomes the epicentre of
a bloody escalation that the US-Russia talks – aiming at finding
the terms for a truce that would allow aiding the trapped civilians,
but that are actually maneuvered by Russia to justify its air attacks
with the Syrian, Iranian, and Lebanese troops – don’t even begin to
scratch the surface of. And the way out that Obama does not find
– or does not want to find – along with Putin, is instead found by
Lavrov and Kerry, the latter subscribing to the impossible condition of succeeding in separating the so-called moderate forces from
Jabhat Fatah al-Sham militias (formerly known as Jabhat al-Nusraal-Qa‘ida), the real target of Russia.
“Aleppo is gone, finished”, acknowledged John Kerry during
Rome MED Mediterranean Dialogues 2016, as his Russian col-
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league declared to be ready for a truce, while actually meaning
that that truce had to follow the surrender of the eastern side of
the city.
Indeed, 2016 closes on the ashes of Aleppo, artfully covering
the scenario of a defeat: a civil one first, and a political-diplomatic
one – but also a military defeat for the many Syrians that, in 2011,
took to the streets with bare hands, and for those who supported
them at the very beginning to follow over time different agendas, so
full of contradictions. A defeat well portrayed by the veto opposed
by Russia (with China abstention) to the draft resolution, proposed
by France, calling for an immediate cessation of hostilities and an
end to the bombing, on the one end, and the picture of the Western
powers joined in the humanitarian plea for a ceasefire as noble as it
was helpless, coming from Paris, on the other hand.
At the moment, Russia is gaining ground and will try to lead the
Astana and then the Geneva talks on transition on the basis of its
military results. Is Russia also waiting for Trump?
It is possible, but not necessarily so, given that Russia is already
cashing in the oppositions’ surrender to any pre-condition, in particular the one concerning the hows and whens of Bashar al-Assad’s
fade-out.
Russia is also negotiating the forced exodus of Jabhat Fatah alSham, the most powerful rebel militia after IS of course, within the
“useful Syria” territory.
But Syria is theatre of another war: the one engaged against IS
by the US-led international coalition launched by Obama in 2014.
In two year time, the fight is far from being won and only towards
the end of 2016 Raqqa, IS stronghold, appears to be in sight of the
coalition. Will Donald Trump, who promised to wipe out terrorism
forces once and for all, give the long overdue final blow to that
bloody militia in Syria and elsewhere, starting from Iraq?
I think he will make any effort to deliver, at least from a military
point of view. And as announced, he will pursue a partnership with
Putin to this end. And Putin will be more than ready to join.
But what about his major Partners, from the Syrian regime to
the Iranian militias, to the Hezbollah? Putin can’t put them aside
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and Trump can’t accept their involvement, in any way, in the fight
against IS.
It will not be easy to reconcile these two instances, all the while
dealing with the Persian Gulf that is waiting for any action that
could undermine Teheran’s (destabilizing) ambitions in the region.
Meanwhile, Moscow is conferring with Teheran and Ankara, renewed ally, ahead of negotiations on Syria’s future.
Libya
Libya’s present plight is also originated in 2011, but unlike what
happened in Syria, the insurgents could count on a multi-state NATO-led coalition military intervention and their targeted regime fell
in just a few months with the killing of Muammar Qaddafi.
A careless outcome, to say the least, for its domestic consequences, in the first place, but in the second place for its repercussions in Russia’s and China’s stance vis à vis any international
intervention in Syria.
But at first, such an outcome looked compatible with the timely
launch of a joint body representing the rebels – the National Transitional Council – able to act as a temporary government and also to
be recognized as a legitimate expression of the Libyan citizens’ will
by the International Community. To such an extent to hold, in 2012,
the first free parliamentary election (a General National Congress),
and thus the formation of a government.
Alongside these productive developments, though, the country
was not moving towards a stabilizing settlement.
Disorders were growing in outbursts of tensions and juxtapositions, due to the unraveling of the kinship, tribal, and sectarian knot
– from Warfallah to Bani-Walid to Tarhuna, from Zintan to Zuwaya,
to Al-Awaqir, from Obeidat to Magariha, to Toubou, and to Twareg
– which Qaddafi managed to fit into a brittle national fabric.
This is the context in which the so called “Islamist Benghazi”
becomes key to the country’s challenges, after the killing of the
American ambassador Christopher Stevens and his security es-
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cort. This is the context in which the weight of the Islamic/Islamist component within the General National Congress increasingly grows: that same component that will vote the sharia as the
source of all legislation and extend its mandate until December
2014.
This decision triggered a barely-needed downward spiral, aided by the appearance of General Haftar, a controversial character
without a prestigious military resume and clear international relationships. A man who, under the (armed) banner of anti-Islamism
(Operation Dignity), prompted new and incongruous elections
overturning the preexistent power relationships in the parliament.
It is a break.
A break that forces the so-called “Libyan Revolutionaries” and
the Misrata militias to reply with the operation “Libya Dawn”, and
paves the road to the birth of two opposite governments and parliaments in Tobruk and in Tripoli.
A break that brings to the closer involvement of foreign sponsors: on the one hand, Egypt, that keeps fighting its domestic war
against the Muslim Brotherhood in Libya (a year after the coup that
removed Morsi), along with the Emirates, already supporting Tobruk and its strongman, the previously mentioned General Haftar;
on the other hand, Qatar and Turkey.
Meanwhile, in Derna, the Libyan jihadi capital, appears a socalled “Islamic State’s Derna Province”, a germ of IS soon spreading to seize Sirte, bloodied by the killing of 21 Egyptian Coptic
Christians. The “terrorism ante portas” alarm reaches a new high,
particularly in Italy.
All of these developments are echoed in the work of the UN, trying to reconcile the two opposing factions in the name of a higher
interest: the search for a way to promote a stabilization process in
the country. But they also tickle the more or less transparent agendas of the international and regional powers looking at Libya due to
its sectarian policies, its role in world safety, its energy potential, or
its geographical position.
Italy, obviously, is at the forefront to hinder the ambiguities of
some of its European partners.
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The turning point might be the announcement, in December
2015, of an agreement in Skhirat (Morocco). A nine-member Presidency Council of Ministers was named and tasked with selecting a
national unity government within 30 days of signing the agreement,
finalizing interim security arrangements to stabilize the country and
reestablishing Tripoli as the capital.
Fayez al-Sarraj is confirmed as the appointed head of the Council.
With unusual promptness, the United Nations Security Council
gives its unanimous approval to the agreement as a pillar of the
political future of Libya, despite the dissent coming from the minorities of the two parliaments and, most of all, and the lack of
the required vote of confidence from the Tobruk Parliament on the
Government of National Accord.
The rejection (Tobruk Parliament) of Fayez al-Sarraj’s first proposal and the failure to agree on the attribution to the presidential
council of the power to discharge military leaders (i.e. Haftar), represent a strong wake-up call. To the point that it looks like al-Sarraj
is the third wheel in the power struggle between the then Tripoli’s
Prime Minister Ghwell and Tobruk’s Premier Al Thinni, always
confronting each other and opposing him.
It will take the mediation of Misrata, the backbone of its military
strength, to bring Ghwell to the decision to leave the field open for
Fayez al-Sarraj who cleverly looked for consensus under the banner
of both the common struggle against IS and the principles of 2011
revolution.
The next few months will be dominated by these two issues
while having some trouble in maintaining a balanced relation with
Martin Kobler, the German diplomat appointed Special Representative by the United Nations Secretary-General, seen by many – and
more – like the odd man out, the long arm of foreign powers. The
power struggle with Tobruk – along with its uncertain result, poisoned by the specious lack of a vote of confidence – is certainly not
helping. Not even the IS threat can do.
Fayez al-Sarraj wants to live up to his promises and is asking for
an official military intervention from the US to free Sirte from IS.
The outcome of this operation, while positive, both politically
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and militarily, does not bring the hoped-for benefits. It does not
bring him the vote of confidence of the Tobruk Parliament, which
condemns the American intervention – while accepting, without
any reservations, a good deal of external funding, from Egypt to the
Emirates, from France to the UK, etc.
It does not bring enough political credibility to him or his presidential council, feebly dealing with the main economic and social
issues affecting the country.
Furthermore, the liberation of Sirte from IS turns out to be an expensive victory, both in terms of human lives – 670 dead and more
than 200 wounded – and militarily: with the consequent weakening
of Misrata, Fayez al-Sarraj true military arm.
General Haftar (Tobruk) is taking advantage of all this to secure
political and military control of the western regions and to seize –
almost without striking a blow – four ports and oil terminals, thus
(rightly) taking credit for unblocking oil exports in all country. Then
again, his anti-terrorism stance revolves around a broad international convergence, from Moscow to Washington, through Egypt.
It is highly unlikely that Haftar would risk a military conflict that
could be more taxing than decisive. It is reasonable to speculate that
he is aiming for a lead role as an equal (or an alternative) to al-Sarraj and, in addition, the vote of consent by the Tobruk Parliament.
It looks like the time factor is playing to its advantage: Russia,
Egypt, and the Emirates – along with others – are ensuring him a
strong support, and the European Union, along with the US, are
still looking for a solution to the dangerous deadlock that Libya is
experiencing at present.
Conclusions
For both Syria and Libya, and for the Middle East as a whole, 2016
is ending on an uncertain note. This uncertainty is intensified by
the fact that even when there is something sure – as it is the case
for the end of Eastern Aleppo – it is just unfolding another dreadful
scenario.
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The surrender of Aleppo will, in fact, opens the door to a negotiation where Moscow and its Damascus-Teheran-Beirut axis (Hezbollah), that is reaching out to Turkey and its anti-Kurdish battle,
will have better cards than their opponents. The endgame will be
decided, on the one hand, through the conditions offered to moderate opposition forces and, on the other, through the outcome of the
ongoing – long and agonizing – offensive against IS and the others
jihadist factions beyond “useful Syria”.
Bashar al-Assad is winning, for now, but he owns this victory
to his sponsors, first of all, Russia: he will have to pay it off, plus
the interests, when the time comes. A victory paved with justifiable
hatred coupled with just as much thirst for payback.
In the eyes of almost the whole world, Bashar al-Assad is nothing but a hideous autocrat: it would not be in the interest of his
sponsors – and maybe even of his own regime – to keep on supporting him given the corresponding price in terms of material and
human resources.
Donald Trump promised to join Putin in an all-out war on terrorism. Will he be willing to reaffirm his determination in Syria, risking to face the Russian-led axis – from Damascus troops to Hezbollah militias (deemed a terrorist organization), and most of all to face
Teheran, the true “enemy” to be stricken down in its destabilizing
ambitions in the region, maybe even to be challenged as a partner
of the same nuclear pact?
My guess is that he will take account of the fact that both Saudi
Arabia and the other Gulf monarchies, right now on the losing side
in Syria, are relying on Trump’s hostility towards Iran and are ready
to reward him for all he can do to confirm it, all the while proving
to be equally ready to find appropriate setoff on other negotiating
tables not just with Moscow, but with Rouhani himself, who will be
running for President in 2017.
Even the Libyan dynamics are foggy: Fayez al-Sarraj does not
seem able to live up to the expectations of the Western international
community or to negotiate with the internationally recognized Parliament of Tobruk and, most of all, with General Haftar and his
international supporters, such as Egypt, Qatar, Russia.
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Here, too, the role of Moscow could turn out to be crucial in case
of an implicit connection with Trump on one side, and Egypt and
the Gulf on the other.
Italy – being particularly close to Libya, and not only when it
comes to migration – should better take it into account: Europe is
split, France is ambiguous and eager to come forward as a mediating power for Tobruk and Tripoli, and the UK is ready to take its
side. All the while, the new US administration is yet to be heard.
Starting from the emphatically announced all-out war against IS
and the other terrorist forces in the Middle East, to the just-as-much
emphasized – but yet to be tested – common ground with Moscow.

6.

The Shifting Jihadist Galaxy
Andrea Plebani

The restoration of the caliphate and the foundation of a state able to
reflect the model established by the Prophet in Medina have always
represented the core aim of the diverse jihadist galaxy. While never
reneged, this target appeared to have faded away during the decade
of al-Qa‘ida’s supremacy (2001-2011), due to the long-term strategy the group embraced and to the preeminence it bestowed upon the
fight against the “far enemy”1. But, especially since 2011, various
jihadist movements returned to focus their efforts on the creation of
a “truly” Islamic State. In a context marked by the stiffening of the
authoritarian regimes spared by the Arab Spring, by the failure of
the liberal models upheld by the masses gathered in many “Tahrir
Squares”, and by a crisis of the Islamist alternatives that dominated
the first stage of the “Springs”, the jihadist galaxy shifted its shape
once again. By diminishing its anti-system, antagonist role, which
made it easy to put it in the “non-state actor” category, it tried to
pose as a “credible” – even “successful” – alternative to other state
systems, and to become a model to export within and beyond dar
al-islam.
With the 2014 proclamation of the “Islamic State” (IS), Abu
Bakr al-Baghdadi gave birth to a model his predecessors tried in
vain to establish in 20062, inaugurating a momentous shift in the
See G. Kepel (ed.), Al-Qaeda. I testi (al-Qa‘ida’s Texts), Roma-Bari, Laterza, 2006; A.
Plebani, Jihadismo globale. Strategie del terrore tra Oriente e Occidente (Global Jihadism, Terror
Strategies between East and West), Firenze, Giunti Editore, 2016.
2
N. Kazimi, “The Caliphate Attempted: Zarqawi’s Ideological Heirs, their Choice for
a Caliph, and the Collapse of their Self-Styled ‘Islamic State of Iraq’”, Current Trends in
1
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modus operandi of the entire jihadist galaxy, al-Qa‘ida (AQ) included.
IS: an answer to the crisis of the state?
The fall of Mosul in June 2014 marked the apex of a process that
witnessed IS’ rise from its ashes. In just a few years the group became powerful enough not just to subvert the political balances
in the “land of two rivers,” but to shake the very pillars that had
kept the whole regional framework together for decades3. Under
the leadership of Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi the group had managed to
re-infiltrate most of the Sunni Arab heartland in Iraq and to push
deep into Syrian territory. Far from confining itself to the Mesopotamic and Levantine scenario, the movement aspired to take under
its helm the entire dar al-islam, realizing a political organization
aimed at being both an “Islamic state” and a “caliphate”:
O Muslims everywhere, glad tidings to you and expect good.
Raise your head high, for today – by Allah’s grace – you have a
state and khilāfah, which will return your dignity, might, rights,
and leadership. It is a state where the Arab and non-Arab, the
white man and black man, the easterner and westerner are all brothers. It is a khilāfah that gathered the Caucasian, Indian, Chinese, Shāmī, Iraqi, Yemeni, Egyptian, Maghribī (North African),
American, French, German, and Australian. Allah brought their
hearts together, and thus, they became brothers […], standing in a
single trench, defending and guarding each other, and sacrificing
themselves for one another. Their blood mixed and became one,
under a single flag and goal4.
Islamist Ideology, Hudson Institute, Center on Islam, Democracy, and the Future of the
Modern World, vol. 7, 2008.
3
On IS origins and evolution, see A. Plebani (ed.), Jihad e terrorismo. Da al-Qa‘ida a ISIS.
Storia di un nemico che cambia (Jihad and Terrorism. From al-Qa‘ida to ISIS. The History of a
Shifting Enemy), Milano, Mondadori, 2016.
4
Al-Hayat Media Center, A Message to the Mujahidin and the Muslim Ummah in the
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In al-Baghdadi’s vision, this did not represent a simple accident in
history, but the result of a consistent and well-defined path, started in the early 2000s by Abu Mus‘ab al-Zarqawi, the forefather
of IS, who led the sadly famous al-Qa‘ida in Iraq. According to
the group’s propaganda, this path followed six phases (hijra, nikaya, jama‘a, taghut, tamkin, and khilafa) with deep analogies with
the doctrine expounded by Abu Bakr Naji in Idarat al-Tawahush
(Management of Savagery)5. After moving to the areas that would
become the epicenter of the Iraqi campaign (hijra), the mujahidin
enacted a “thousand cuts strategy” (nikaya) that forced authorities
to progressively cede territory, enabling the union (jama‘a) of the
various factions on the ground, the deep destabilization of the unholy regimes (taghut), the strengthening of jihadist forces tamkin),
and the following proclamation of IS (khilafa). By radically subverting the long-term perspective on which the al-Qa‘ida doctrine
was based6, al-Baghdadi put the creation of an “Islamic state” and
the restoration of the caliphate as the first step of a process destined
to redefine the whole international system. No more the ultimate
goal to be reached after a multigenerational struggle, but a starting
point for a new era, the IS strategy aimed at rebuilding from the
ground up an international framework that was deemed to be structurally anti-Islamic, by putting the Syraq at the epicenter of change.
It is no surprise that every issue of Dabiq magazine opened with a
quote by Abu Mus‘ab al-Zarqawi (“Behold, the spark has been lit in
Iraq, and its flames will blaze, Allah willing, until they consume the
Armies of the Cross in Dabiq”) and wide media coverage was devoted to the destruction of border crossings between Syria and Iraq
– demolished in order to stress the link between the ascent of IS and
Month of Ramadan, 1 July 2014, p. 5, http://www.gatestoneinstitute.org/documents/
baghdadi-caliph.pdf
5
J. Brachman, Global Jihadism: Theory and Practice, Routledge, 2009, p. 95.
6
According to the al-Qa‘ida doctrine, the caliphate restoration would have come only
at the end of a long journey. In order to reach this goal, it would have been necessary
to put together a vanguard of believer-fighters, whose duty was to awaken the Islamic
community and gradually enlarge the ranks of the mujahidin and ultimately defeating
the far enemy and bringing the near enemy to its own collapse. Only then would it be
possible to reinstate the caliphate, which had been formally abolished in 1924.
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the end of the “Sykes-Picot order”, taken as the umpteenth proof
of the state of submission and fragmentation of the whole umma.
Such a resolution left no room for compromises or gray areas. The
“Islamic state” could not have borders, only frontlines, and it had to
reaffirm its superiority to any other temporal authority: “We clarify
[…] that with this declaration of khilāfah, it is incumbent upon all
Muslims to pledge allegiance to the khalīfah Ibrāhīm and support
him (may Allah preserve him). The legality of all emirates, groups,
states, and organizations, becomes null by the expansion of the
khilāfah’s authority and the arrival of its troops to their areas”7.
For this strategy to succeed, however, military skills would not
suffice. To sustain its own ambitions, IS had to prove its worth and
show that it represented a credible alternative to the autochthonous
or Western-originated models that dominated the region. On the
other hand, the group’s rapid rise had been hugely facilitated by
the deep dissatisfaction of Sunni Arab communities in Syria and
Iraq towards their governments, accused of corruption and ineffectiveness, and even of open hostility towards their citizens. This is
why IS built a governmental apparatus without comparison within
the jihadist galaxy. The organization revolves around al-Baghdadi’s
leadership and a consultative council (majlis al-shura), whose task
is to flank the “caliph” in managing the lands under his authority, but
it also relies upon a multilevel, decentralized administrative model.
In this system, the key administrative unity is the province (wilaya),
which replicated the central model at a local level, with a governor
at its vertex, regional councils with different tasks, a well-defined
judicial and bureaucratic apparatus, and police forces8. A complex
apparatus that, even without granting each wilaya the same degree
of control, appears as accountable to a clear political center.
To al-Baghdadi it was of same, if not more, importance to winning the “hearts and minds” of the local population. While it never
SITE Intelligence Group, ISIS Spokesman Declares Caliphate, Rebrands Group as
“Islamic State”, 29 June 2014, https://news.siteintelgroup.com/Jihadist-News/isisspokesman-declares-caliphate-rebrands-group-as-islamic-state.html
8
Z. Aaron, The Islamic State’s Territorial Methodology, The Washington Institute for Near
East Policy, Research Notes, no. 29, 2016.
7
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relented in rigidly interpreting the shari‘a law and never gave up
its reputation of brutality against opponents, the “Islamic state”
launched a series of initiatives aimed at underlying its “otherness”
as compared to preceding administrations. For this reason, not only
did it reward with honors, goods, and benefits its supporters, but it
also invested both human and financial resources in fighting crime
and corruption, improving existing services, building new infrastructures, and redefining education programs. Thus, the group’s
consolidation of power in Raqqa and Mosul also involved the drafting of a “city document” that, taking inspiration from the historical
pact signed in Medina by Muhammad upon his arrival at Yathrib,
aimed at laying the foundations of a new social pact, called to define
relations between IS and the population: “You have tried all kinds
of secular regimes, the monarchy, the republican, the Ba’athist and
the Rafidhiya (a degrading term for Shi’as), and you were stung by
their fire and flames. Now it is the age of the Islamic state and its
Khalifa, Abu Bakr Al-Qarashi, and you will see – by God’s help –
how hugely different an unjust secular government... and a Qarashi
Imama whose approach is the god’s revelation...”9. Sure, much of
what we know about the real impact of these decisions is mediated
by the media of the “caliphate”, the price paid in terms of freedom
and infringed rights has been very high, and many observers have
argued that the presumed attention IS pays to the population should
just be considered regime propaganda. True or false, however, the
attention shown on this issue marks a significant change from the
modus operandi typical of pre-IS actors, Islamic State in Iraq included.
Efforts by al-Baghdadi’s communication channels to present IS
as something still imperfect, but certainly different, from the depiction by worldwide media, should be read along the same lines10. A
H.H. al-Qarawee, The Discourse of ISIS: Messages, Propaganda and Indoctrination, in M.
Maggioni, P. Magri (eds.), Twitter and Jihad. The Communication Strategy of ISIS, Milan,
ISPI-Epokè, 2014.
10
And along the same lines should also be read counter-information videos, often
presented by British journalist John Cantlie, as well as short movies showing living
conditions in controlled territories, features in the main IS-linked magazines, and so9
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sort of new Medina that, in order to restore the golden age of Islam,
speaks to all “true” believers, presenting itself as the natural seat for
an umma to be “purified” after centuries of corruption and deviance.
This is why the call to undertake a new hijra represents one of the
most important features of IS: just as Muhammad and his companions were forced to leave Mecca and head for Yathrib, “true” Muslims are exhorted to leave the unholy lands and join the “Islamic
state.” According to the group’s doctrine, every single believer can
make the difference, man or woman, old or young, soldier or not:
the ultimate goal is to establish a state able to continue the fight to
liberate the dar al-islam and to stand out in any sector. Thus, the appeal towards physicians, teachers, engineers, communication professionals, and experts in any field. In the group’s weltanschauung,
everybody has a role to fulfill. It is also thanks to these features that
the message exposed by IS made Syraq the destination for thousands of volunteers from all over the world11.
Therefore, rush O Muslims to your state. Yes, it is your state.
Rush, because Syria is not for the Syrians and Iraq is not for
the Iraqis. The Earth is Allah’s. […] The State is a state for all
Muslims. The land is for the Muslims, all the Muslims. […] O
Muslims everywhere, whoever is capable of performing hijrah
(emigration) to the Islamic State, then let him do so, because
cial media campaigns run by its militants. On this, see H.H. al-Qarawee, Ibidem; M.
Arnaboldi, La rivista Dabiq: essere o apparire? Dentro la propaganda del neo-Califfato (Dabiq
Magazine: To Be or to appear. Inside the Neo-Caliphate Propaganda), in A. Plebani, M. Diez
(eds.), La galassia fondamentalista tra jihad armato e partecipazione politica (The Fondametalist
Network between Armed Jihad and Political Participation), Venezia, Marsilio Editori, 2015; M.
Arnaboldi, L. Vidino, Califfato, social e sciami in Europa: l’appeal della propaganda dello Stato
Islamico tra i nostri aspiranti jihadisti (The Caliphate, Social Media and Swarms in Europe: Islamic
State’s Reach to aspiring Jihadists) in M. Maggioni, P. Magri (2015).
11
According to the estimates of various research institutes, over a little more than two
years, between 27,000 and 31,000 volunteers have been to Syria and Iraq. Of these,
5,000 came from Europe, although higher numbers of people came from Tunisia, Saudi Arabia, Russia, and Turkey. On this, see Soufan Group, Foreign Fighters. An Updated
Assessment of the Flow of Foreign Fighters into Syria and Iraq, December 2015; Homeland
Security Committee, Final Report of the Task Force on Combating Terrorist and Foreign Fighters Travel, 2015; ICCT, The Foreign Fighters Phenomenon in the European Union, April 2016.
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hijrah to the land of Islam is obligatory. […] We make a special
call to the scholars, fuqaha’ (experts in Islamic jurisprudence),
and callers, especially the judges, as well as people with military, administrative, and service expertise, and medical doctors and
engineers of all different specializations and fields. We call them
and remind them to fear Allah, for their emigration is wajib ‘ayni
(an individual obligation), so that they can answer the dire need
of the Muslims for them12.

al-Qa‘ida: towards a new operative model?
2011 was a crucial year for al-Qa‘ida: in May, Osama Bin Laden was killed in Abbottabad, depriving the group of a leadership
that had been crucial both as a symbol and as a way to legitimize
its actions; meanwhile ISI, under the leadership of its new amir,
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, was undergoing a slow rebirth, while the
Middle Eastern region was taken by storm by the Arab Springs.
While much has been written on the effect on the al-Qa‘ida network by Bin Laden’s death and by the rise of the “Islamic state”,
much remain to say on the long-term effects of the 2011 uprisings
on the group’s strategic doctrine. After all, albeit through different
means than those supported by AQ, the Arab Springs appeared to
have been successful in what the group had been unable to do for
decades: to overturn the “apostate” regimes that ruled the Islamic
world. What at first seemed to be a reason for celebration (something that, at least formally, the upper echelons of the movement
did)13, also represented a threat to the doctrine of the jihadist movement. Indeed, al-Qa‘ida had always campaigned for the “liberation”
of the dar al-islam lands from “apostate” tyrants, but it also argued
that there was only one way to do so: jihad by the sword14. AccordAl-Hayat Media Center (2014), pp. 5-6.
N. Lahoud, M. al-῾Ubaydi, Jihadi Discourse in the Wake of the Arab Spring, Combating
Terrorism Center, 17 December 2013.
14
This term refers to one of the typical forms of jihad, which generally means “effort
along Allah’s path”. While the classic doctrine identified various ways in which jihad
12
13
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ing to the group’s logic, any other way, including political participation, was a one-way road, something made up by different regimes
to strengthen their internal and international legitimacy. It was just
a tool, to be deprived of any meaning as soon as Islamist formations
were to prevail.
The success scored by the different souls of “political Islam”
at the post-2011 elections was a direct threat to the al-Qa‘ida doctrine: it hit one of the core messages of the group, it came from
movements that hailed from a common (albeit different) ideological background, and contrasted with the failures that a number of
al-Qa‘ida supported proto-“emirates” had encountered (chiefly, in
Iraq, Mali, and Yemen). Failures that often could be attributed not
so much to the strength of the group’s enemies, rather than to its inability to rally local population support, and to show the presumed
superiority of the al-Qa‘ida model15.
al-Qa‘ida’s leadership succession, from Osama bin Laden to
Ayman al-Zawahiri came, therefore, at one of the most difficult
times for the movement. After a first period of confusion, characterized by the leadership inability to adequately respond to the Arab
Springs’ disruptions and to the ever-tighter competition from the
“Islamic state,” the jihadist network was gradually able to redefine
its strategy, by pairing the fight on the battlefield with an increasing
attention to conquering the “hearts and minds” of the population.
Such a turn, while not totally foreign to al-Qa‘ida’s doctrinal corpus, appeared to take in the extent of the threat represented by the IS
social organization model, and to counter with an alternative vision,
able to pair the movement’s fights with a marked attention to the
needs of an audience who did not just ask for a state of permanent
revolution, but for a system able to respond to its many necessities.
A 2013 al-Zawahiri document is, in this sense, paradigmatic. In
this document, the Egyptian leader underlines the importance of
can be undertaken (by soul, by words, by hand, and by sword, just to mention the most
relevant), for jihadist groups the violent interpretation predominates over the others.
On this, see D. Cook, Understanding Jihad, University of California Press, 2015.
15
See, N. Kazimi (2008); A. Lebovich, The Local Face of Jihadism in Northern Mali, CTC
Sentinel, 25 June 2013.
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cultivating popular support and respect a number of lines of conduct that aimed at differentiating the “legitimate” al-Qa‘ida’s armed
jihad from the brutal, no-holds-barred conflict that had become the
trademark of the “Islamic state”16. A message aimed at preserving
the holiness of the mujahidin and the future of the jihadist community, because “our battle is long and jihad needs safe bases and
continuous reinforcement with men, money, and expertise”17.
This framework seems to have found its most articulated expression in Syria. Since its inception, Jabhat al-Nusra (JaN) aimed
at fighting against Bashar al-Assad forces to create a “new Syria”
whose groundworks should lay on shari‘a law. A sort of Islamic
emirate18, which would constitute the most evident manifestation
of al-Qa‘ida’s new way. The group linked its rise within the Syrian
context to the crucial operational skills shown in the fight against
loyalist forces, but also to a modus operandi that was particularly
sensitive to the delicate balance within the country’s social fabric,
to its population’s needs and the heterogeneity of the opposition
forces. A strategy that was based on pragmatism and on a gradualist
approach, which allowed the movement to gain significant support
at the local level and to separate itself from extremism and the penchant for total control shown by IS19.
The setup of shari‘a courts, the provision of services to the population, and the fight against crime were the main tools to achieve
this result. In this sense, the institution of a department charged
with tending to the population’s needs by distributing bread at subA. Plebani, “Emerging trends in the broader jihadi galaxy: between radicalization and
new models of jihadism”, in P. Maggiolini, M. Demichelis (eds.), The Struggle to Define
the Nation. Rethinking Religious Nationalism in the Contemporary Islamic World, Piscataway
NJ, Gorgias Press, 2017.
17
A. al-Zawahiri, General Guidelines for Jihad, As-Sahab Media, 2013, pp. 1-4, https://
azelin.files.wordpress.com/2013/09/dr-ayman-al-e1ba93awc481hirc4ab-22generalguidelines-for-the-work-of-a-jihc481dc4ab22-en.pdf
18
J. Cafarella, Jabhat al-Nusra in Syria. An Islamic Emirate for al-Qaeda, Middle East Security Report, Institute for the Study of War, 2014, http://www.understandingwar.org/
report/jabhat-al-nusra-syria
19
Y. Abbas, “Another ‘State’ of Hate: Al Nusra’s Quest to Establish an Islamic Emirate
in the Levant”, Current Trends in Islamist Ideology, vol. 20, April 2016.
16
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sidized prices and providing water, natural gas, and health care,
proved crucial20. Keeping good relations with the different expressions of the Levantine social fabric, based – whenever possible –
on a collaborative model light years away from the IS approach,
proved equally crucial. In many instances, this system brought to
the creation of shared management mechanisms that were active
not just in the military field (the so-called operation rooms), but
also in the civilian administration of controlled areas21. Clearly,
this did not imply that JaN cooperated harmoniously with the hundreds of factions active in Syria (nor did this avoid brutal attacks
against its local competitors), but it laid the conditions for quite
strong ties with similarly-minded groups such as Ahrar al-Sham,
Jund al-Aqsa, Ajnad al-Sham, Jaysh al-Muhajirin e Ansar al-Din22.
It was the cooperation with these groups, and with Ahrar al-Sham
in particular, that represented the key to the most important success
by rebel forces after Raqqa’s fall in 2013: the conquest of the Idlib
governorate in late spring 2015. A victory that allowed al-Nusra to
turn the northwestern governorate bordering Turkey in the center of
a network that can count on important contingents in Aleppo and
Damascus, as well as in the center and south of the country23.
Beyond the important contribution that this strategy brought to
JaN at the military level, the links developed with the opposition
and the local communities allowed the group to gain in legitimacy
and benefit from solidarity in an incomparable way to other’s jihadist movements, as clearly shown already at end 2012, when huge
rallies followed the choice of the US State Department to define the
group “a terrorist organization”. The committal showed by JaN men
during battles against loyalist forces, and the ties with the country’s
social fabric, turned it into a group that is increasingly difficult to
C. Lister, Profiling Jabhat al-Nusra, The Brookings Project on U.S. Relations with the
Islamic World, Analysis paper no. 24, July 2016.
21
J. Cafarella (2014).
22
Y. Abbas (2016), pp. 11-14.
23
The clashes erupted between the group and Ahrar al-Sham since the end of 2016
represents a shift of the dynamics described above able to redefine dramatically the
relations between two of the most important actors of the anti-Assad camp.
20

The Shifting Jihadist Galaxy

97

put into the “terrorist organization” box alone, and this haziness
serves long-term goals that have been well summarized in a 2005
al-Zawahiri writing:
If we are in agreement that the victory of Islam and the establishment of a caliphate in the manner of the Prophet will not be
achieved except through jihad […] then this goal will not be accomplished by the mujahed movement while it is cut off from
public support. […] In the absence of this popular support, the
Islamic mujahed movement would be crushed in the shadows, far
from the masses. […] This is precisely what the secular, apostate
forces that are controlling our countries are striving for. These
forces don’t desire to wipe out the mujahed Islamic movement,
rather they are stealthily striving to separate it from the misguided or frightened Muslim masses. Therefore, our planning must
strive to involve the Muslim masses in the battle, and to bring the
mujahed movement to the masses and not conduct the struggle far
from them24.

The choice of the group to formally detach from al-Qa‘ida in summer 2016, and to change its name in Jabhat Fatha al-Sham, must be
interpreted along the same lines. Beyond public declarations, and
at least until now, such a choice did not bring to a significant recalibration of the group’s positions or to the parting from al-Qa‘ida’s
jihadist framework, but constituted a coup de théâtre, aimed more
at shielding the movement from those accusing it of colluding or
submitting to al-Zawahiri’s network, than to mark a new course.
Conclusions
Although constantly marked by sudden changes, up until now, the
evolution of the jihadist galaxy appears to be increasingly moving
Ayman al-Zawahiri’s Letter to Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, Combating Terrorism Center,
2005, https://www.ctc.usma.edu/v2/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/Zawahiris-Letter-to-Zarqawi-Translation.pdf
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away from the classical model of a non-state actor. On the opposite,
as shown by the “Islamic state” and Jabhat al-Nusra/Jabhat Fatha
al-Sham, the trend points towards totally opposite models. Yet, this
does not imply that the classical tropes of jihadism a la 9/11 have
ended, but that the possible shapes of the global jihad have grown,
and that the number of groups that we may put on a continuum
(with, at its extremes, the ideal type of the delocalized groups of
Abu Mus‘ab al-Suri, and the quasi-state model of Abu Bakr Naji)
has increased.
While increasingly oriented towards proto-state organizations
and concentrated on their long-term sustainability, such groups
have not, in any way, relinquished their terror campaign against the
far and near enemies, resorting to trained commandos or other actors. The attacks that over the last year have hit Ankara, Baghdad,
Berlin, Brussels, Dhaka, Istanbul, Nice, Orlando, Paris, and Rouen
– just to name same of the most atrocious – are tragic evidence of
all this. Such a trail of death and destruction knows no borders, and
it can only be contrasted with a long-term strategy called to contain
the jihadi threat on security ground, but most of all to neutralize its
ideology, by showing the emptiness of doctrines that are actually
betraying the faith that they claim to protect.

7.

2016 Global Economy:
“Creative Destruction”
or “Destructive Creation”?
Mario Deaglio

Over the last two or three years, history with a capital H – far from
being over as Francis Fukuyama thought – made a bold reappearance on the global stage, displaying an extraordinary acceleration.
The wind of structural changes blows strong, in politics as in technology, in the economy as in the society, within single countries as
well as globally.
As far as politics is concerned, leadership change acquired unusual features: from Brazilian President Dilma Rousseff’s impeachment, in the last few weeks of 2015, to the resignations of UK and
Italy Prime Ministers due to referendums in June and December
2016 respectively, to the unexpected outcomes of some electoral
contests. Donald Trump in the US and Alexander Van der Bellen
in Austria have been elected presidents – even though they hold
completely different powers – in a similar wave of protests against
traditional politics (although the former came to power as the candidate of a divided and undecided Republican Party).
Even technological transformations display unusual features.
Vehicles start to be self-driving, and electric batteries are replacing
gasoline tanks; domestic robots have finally appeared; drones started delivering mail and packages. These are all wonderful things,
but the risk – as shown by World Bank and OECD (Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development) studies – is that they
will drive to unemployment tens of millions of people, while only
creating a much lower number of new jobs.

100

The Age of Uncertainty. Global Scenarios and Italy

The very nature of work is changing at the fastest pace ever: the
introduction of systematic and coordinated electronics and information technology for service management is starting to destroy traditional jobs, from sales clerk in supermarkets – gradually replaced
by optical instruments that read price tags of goods and prepare the
check for the customer – to specialized workers in factories, less
and less essential in the so-called “industry 4.0”, also due to 3D
printings.
Within economy and society, the trend towards increasing income and wealth inequality experienced a sharp acceleration, both
because the “middle class” (in income terms) has shrunk by 2025% in the most advanced countries, and because economic and
technological progress lowered the likelihood to go back to precrisis expectations and living standards for these crucial segments
of modern advanced societies. Even the most recent past is now
light-years away for middle-income families that cannot afford it
anymore.
A glaring example comes from the United States: American
households must get deeper into debt in order to allow their children
to enroll in universities, and the number of students taking out loans
in order to continue their studies has boomed. After graduation, it
has become increasingly hard to pay these loans back, because today’s income for recent graduates is lower and more uncertain than
it was 10-20 years ago. This is one of the reasons why private consumption growth, one of the main “engines” for development, has
become uncertain and goes on in “fits and starts”, deprived of that
steady pace that enabled the generations born after WW2 to plan
their own lives.
In parallel with this intermittency and paucity in economic
growth, which bring to a relative worsening of living standards for
a large share of the population, from China to the US, from India to
Europe, income distribution has become less and less egalitarian,
displaying an extreme concentration of new income and wealth in
tiny segments (1-2%) of the population.
Given the lack of expectations for crucial changes in income distribution, it is no surprise that we face a loss of confidence and an ero-
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sion in the social fabric. This reflects, in turn, on the political context,
making it more uncertain and unstable. So, this is how we get to these
anomalous leader turnovers: and we have come full circle.
Only a single social scientist, Austrian economist Joseph Schumpeter, who worked in the first half of the XX century, covered systematically such developments (although he never translated them
into mathematical models). Schumpeter postulated a period of “creative destruction” at the end of 50-60 years’ “long cycles”, during which innovations (that tend to appear clumped together, like a
“swarm”) exhaust their propelling force and are replaced by others.
This replacement can be very rapid: as an example, until the end
of the WW1, Europe was dotted by a network of staging posts for
horses. In places not reached by railroads, horses were the main
means of transport for people and goods, and they had been so for
centuries. This network disappeared in less than ten years after the
end of the conflict, replaced by the fierce advance of the combustion
engine. We could go on and on with similar examples.
We could then state that we have entered a Schumpeterian phase
of destructive creation, and we have no idea yet – as it always happened in the past, along with painful transitions and relevant political events – whether in the end, the “creation” will prevail over
the “destruction” or whether we will face a period of “destructive
creation”. Anyway, the rules of the game are changing fast, and it
is hard to find the guiding principle, as society, politics, economics
and the international environment all mutate rapidly. Players are
evolving as well: big IT multinational companies now play a major
role, increasingly clashing with governments, and the latter suffer,
especially from a fiscal point of view, an erosion of sovereignty
due to their inability to effectively control economic exchanges and
communication taking place on the web. The only defenses they
came up with are prohibitions and huge fines.
2016 put us right in the middle of this situation, and therefore it
can be defined as the “year of uncertain change”. Amidst this uncertainty, Italy, like every other country, made an effort to stay afloat
and to (re)define its own priorities and objectives in a new world,
more and more difficult to understand.

8.

BRICS and Emerging Countries:
An Uncertain Path
Alessandro Pio

They say that “a picture is worth a thousand words”, and the cartographic representation of the preliminary and expected economic
growth rates, according to the International Monetary Fund World
Economic Outlook 2016, is a case in point. The majority of the countries with a growth rate of 3% or higher cluster around Southern,
Eastern and South-Eastern Asia, Africa, Eastern Europe and along
the Andeas in Latin America. In 2016, growth rates above 6% have
been recorded only in Africa (Burkina Faso, Ivory Coast, Egypt,
Ethiopia, Kenya, Niger, Mozambique, Senegal and Tanzania), some
of the ASEAN (Association of Southeast Asian Nations) countries
(Cambodia, Laos, Indonesia, Myanmar and Vietnam), and in Central and Southern Asia (Bangladesh, India, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan
and Uzbekistan). The so-called First World is not part of this club.
The second, discernible, trend is a decreasing gap in the growth
rates between high-income countries and emerging countries after
the 1999 “overtaking” by the latter. Up to that moment (in which
the economies of both groups grew at the same pace, 3.6%), growth
rates were almost identical. Since then, the gap has gradually
widened to reach a 6% difference in 2006-2009, when emerging
countries experienced a steadily high growth while the Western
economies were shrinking. This trend brought some to theorize
a “delinking”, that freed emerging economies from the economic
cycle of the advanced countries. Since 2010, the gap has been closing: in 2016, it amounted to 2.6% – with the emerging countries
growing at an average of 4.2%, and the Western countries at a mere
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Source: International Monetary Fund,
http://www.imf.org/external/datamapper/index.php
1.6%. The gap persists, but it is shrinking. Even though for some
of these countries we have to take the numbers with a grain of salt,
can we keep on stating that the growth baton has been passed from
developed economies to emerging ones? The trend is impossible to
ignore, but we must analyze it in further detail in the light of 2016
events and in the context of broader trends.
The pack spreads out
In the past few years, economic literature has been graced with a
proliferation of acronyms: from BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa) to CIVETS (Colombia, Indonesia, Vietnam,
Egypt, Turkey and South Korea), all countries growing at a steady
rate, appearing to have escaped the most serious effects of the Western financial crisis affecting mainly Europe and the US. Their international roles was on the rise, as proved by the G8 enlargement to
G20; by the 2010 reform – approved by the US Congress 5 years
later than expected – of the IMF quotas, that included Brazil, China,
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India and Russia amongst the 10 main stakeholders; by the creation of two new development banks (BRICS New Development
Bank and China-led Asia Infrastructure Investment Bank); and by
the leadership these countries played in conducting important international negotiations, like the one on climate change. Last year
saw this close-knit pack spread out along different paths. China and
India maintained steady growth, all the while expanding their international sphere of influence. Russia was crippled by the effects of
international sanctions and by the impact of the global economic
slowdown on oil and gas prices, the main source of export income
and national budget revenue, and reacted to its shrinking economic
weight by intensifying its global reach (e.g. in Syria). Brazil and
South Africa were burdened by corruption and controversial economic policy choices, putting an end to the “Brazilian miracle”,
a period of exceptional economic growth during which even the
less affluent cohorts of the population saw their living standards
improve.
Even the CIVETS did not perform evenly. Some did quite well.
After the unexpected failure of a referendum, Colombia was able
to negotiate the termination of the conflict between the government
and the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), a civil
war that lasted for half a century. Indonesia kept a steady rate of
economic growth of 5%, thanks to a mix of reforms, infrastructure
investment, and attraction of foreign investments, while reducing
its involvement in the fight against climate change to engage more
on matters of territorial integrity against China’s expansionistic attitude. Vietnam kept advancing on the path of industrialization and
managed to go from low- to middle-income country status thanks to
an educated but low cost workforce, significant foreign investments
and newfound macroeconomic stability. The total lifting of the US
embargo on arms sales was a symbolic step that improved the country’s international standing on security issues.
Egypt, Turkey, and South Korea faced more hardships, as discussed in other sections of this volume. At first, Egyptian authorities reacted to high unemployment rates and the lack of dynamism
of the Egyptian economy by artificially propping the value of the
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Egyptian pound in order to lower the risk of inflation, then they
engaged in the suppression of dissent, but finally they had to tentatively agree to an IMF support program. After the attempted coup,
Turkey went through an authoritarian consolidation of power and
got involved in a web of negotiations with the European Union on
matters of accession and refugees, with Russia and other neighboring countries on the future of Syria and the regional balance
of power, and with the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, seeing it as a possible Eastern alternative to the European Community.
South Korea is wedged between the growing nuclear ambitions of
the Popular Republic just north of the 38th parallel and the likely
requests by the Trump administration to increase defense spending. These pressures are taking place in a leadership vacuum, as the
South Korean Parliament voted to impeach President Park, whose
trial by the Supreme Court just began and could continue until June,
and as a stagnant economy would not allow significant increases in
the tax burden.
Above and beyond the “usual suspects”, the most encouraging
news come from Africa. The continent has been showing signs of
economic vitality for years now, although it is still highly dependent
on commodity exports and therefore to the worsening of its terms of
trade whenever the global economy slows down. Barring somewhat
local conflicts in Mali, Somalia, South Sudan and the Northern part
of Nigeria, the continent is at peace. African countries have successfully tapped international financial markets, selling $18 billion
sovereign bonds in 2014, up from $1 billion in 2009. Unfortunately,
the funds raised have not always been put to good use, and the expected US interest rates rise will make resorting to bond markets
costlier, pushing some countries to start negotiations with the IMF
for the opening up of credit lines. Politically, elections in the continent have resulted in power transitions, even though there is an
increasing trend of re-electing leaders despite constitutional term
limits. It is still a situation characterized by light and shadows, but
the majority of African countries may have moved beyond the impasse of the post-colonial era.
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Local and international uncertainties feed
on each other
Since they took up a more relevant role in the international scene,
emerging countries are no longer simply reacting to global challenges but, in some cases, they generate or multiply them. For instance,
South-East Asian countries have a divided perspective on China.
From an economic point of view, they depend on China for its role
as the manufacturer in a value chain to which they contribute intermediate goods. Through their low cost of labor, they (and especially
Cambodia and Vietnam) also compete with China as destination
countries for manufacturing decentralization, while they depend on
China as a financing source for national and regional infrastructural
projects. Finally, the Chinese market acts as an important source
of commodity demand, supporting their exports. From a political
point of view, South-East Asian countries are increasingly worried
by China’s aggressive stance in the South China Sea, as shown both
by occasional shows of strength towards the navies or fishing vessels of neighboring countries, and by the expansion and fortification
of some islets (mainly Spratly Islands, claimed by China, Brunei,
the Philippines, Malaysia, Taiwan, and Vietnam), with the aim to
bolster China’s sovereignty claims upon the nearby maritime space.
Satellite imagery released by the US in November 2016, showing
progress in the construction of a 3,000-metre airstrip on Fiery Cross
Reef and the likely installation of anti-missile systems reinforced
such concerns. Given the temporary power vacuum and contradictory messages given by the US at the end of 2016, when Obama was
attempting to consolidate and protect his domestic and international
legacy and Trump’s pre-electoral declarations suggested that the
countries benefiting from the American defense shield would have
to increasingly rely on themselves, it is no wonder that countries
such as the Philippines have chosen to substantially change their
approach to this issue. In the past, the Philippines had appealed the
Permanent Court of Arbitration of the UN Convention on the Law
of the Sea, achieving an important victory on 12 July 2016, when
the Court declared that China’s sovereignty claims over the “nine-
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dash line” had no legal basis. However, President Duterte decided
to adopt a more appeasing tone towards its northern neighbor, by
distancing explicitly from the US and their military clout, and even
went so far as to put the US-Philippines bases agreement into question. The crucial role of that body of water to secure international
navigation and recent reaffirmations by US that Chinese maritime
expansion must be kept in check, make the area a source of potential conflict, and regional dynamics within East Asia and ASEANChina relationships a matter of global concern.
As more extensively discussed in other sections of this volume,
another BRICS member, Russia, had to cope with international uncertainties, but fostered them as well. The twin effect of Western
sanctions and steadily low oil prices has weakened the Russian
economy, lowering the living standards of its citizens and having a
spillover effect on the Central Asian and Caucasian countries (Armenia, Georgia, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan) that traditionally depended on the export of their workforce to Russia to
reduce their labor surplus, and on migrant remittances to raise the
living standards of their own population. Beyond economics, Russia kept pushing to regain a major role in its spheres of influence:
reiterating pressures on Ukraine, intervening militarily in Syria,
possibly interfering with the electoral process during the US elections, and fostering ties with national-populist parties in Europe.
These efforts are clearly meant to reclaim – at least in part – the
same international prestige and role that Russia had before the dissolution of the Soviet Union; to ensure that its immediate surroundings belong to friendly or controllable countries; and to galvanize
domestic public opinion while diverting its attention from the internal economic and political difficulties.
In Latin America, Brazil’s economic and political decline removes an important reference to an indigenous model of inclusive
development. Under Lula da Silva’s presidency, from 2003 to 2010,
the country – aided by an expansive global economic cycle that
supported demand for Brazilian commodity exports – adopted a
model based on fiscal expansion, deregulation, and redistributive
policies that reduced the staggering economic and social inequity,
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thus lifting millions of Brazilians to middle class status. Coupling
this approach with a somewhat restrictive monetary policy allowed
the government to contain inflation, all the while attracting foreign
capital to balance the current account deficit through inward foreign
investments. This model was so successful that Brazil, with the silent blessing of the IMF, started taxing short term capital inflows
to avoid an excessive appreciation of the real, which would have
hampered exports. Today’s Brazil is far removed from what one
could have hoped a decade ago. The country was shaken by President Dilma Rousseff’s alleged pre-electoral fudging of government
accounting to hide the scope of public deficit, and by a number of
corruption trials against public figures, including Rousseff’s successor. In spite of political instability, Brazil managed to host a quite
successful 2016 Summer Olympics. Nonetheless, the country sank
into a deep political and economic credibility crisis, the latter at
least partly caused by lower foreign demand for Brazilian commodity exports, brought about by the slowing global (and Chinese, in
particular) demand.
Back to reality
As far as the role and potential of emerging countries are concerned,
2016 brought us back to reality. Over the last few years, experts
thought that these countries had all found the recipe to achieve economic growth and gain in international standing. This group has
now become less compact. Some of these countries continue down
the road of reforms, while others appear to have lost their path, or
to have taken much less desirable ones. Such fragmentation is a
testament to the fact that progress is something to be earned and
preserved day by day. China, India, Vietnam and Colombia, with
their ability and willingness to govern domestic processes, prove
that continued vigilance and initiative are crucial to thrive even
under difficult circumstances. This does not make these countries
immune from errors. The sudden recall of high-denomination
banknotes, ordered by India’s Modi government to bring the un-
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derground economy into the lopen, has in practice wiped out 86%
of the cash in circulation, bringing the banking system almost to a
halt, causing considerable problems for the majority of the population, lowering economic growth, and creating a black market for
the laundering of the monetary surplus – all this without achieving
any noticeable result so far, given that 97% of banned banknotes
seems to have reappeared in bank deposits. In Colombia, the Santos
administration was forced to renegotiate the peace agreement, after
a popular referendum rejected the previous agreement emphatically
signed just a few weeks before. In a great display of pragmatism
and humility, the Colombian government and the FARC avoided
accusations and recriminations, came back to the negotiating table,
reviewed their terms of agreement to address the more severe criticism by its opponents, and obtained a speedy approval by Congress.
This is a remarkable display of effective government: a lesson, for
emerging and advanced countries alike, that the willingness to take
responsibility and listen can solve even difficult impasses.
The second lesson that we can draw from the divergent performance of emerging countries is that, in international relations, diversification pays off, and that the cyclical fluctuation of commodities will keep on weighing down on economies that did not manage
to widen their production base. The majority of African and South
American countries benefited from the strong demand in primary
and mineral commodities, both from the West and from China, in
the golden years of the early 2000s. But when the crisis cut down
Western demand and reduced Chinese import requirements, the
twin impact of the reduction of export volumes and lower prices
called into question economic growth rates, the sustainability of
current account balances, the viability of public finances, and the
feasibility of constant indebtedness. Russia was heavily hit by this
phenomenon as well, whose impact was compounded by the negative repercussions of its intervention in Ukraine. By contrast, South
East Asian countries, China, and India, who could count on a larger
and more integrated domestic or regional market, and on a more
diversified range of export products, were able to better absorb the
slowdown of global demand.
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Parallel convergence
Western countries, whose socio-economic model was often an inspiration for emerging countries, have performed less than brilliantly in recent years, including 2016. After exporting in 2008-2009 a
deep economic crisis rooted in the financial sector’s deregulation
and lack of accountability, Western countries displayed – especially
through the last US elections and in the early declarations of the
President-elect, but also through some developments in European
politics – narratives and behaviors reminiscent of the distant past.
A hundred years ago, the wounds opened up by the Great War and
the shock of the economic crisis brought to power authoritarian and
nationalist regimes. Their mercantilist approach to international
relations caused competitive devaluation, trade wars, and an even
steeper contraction of foreign trade (and thus of the economies that
most depended on it). It is almost as if, while emerging countries
strive with some success to act as developed economies, advanced
economies were pursuing policies and behaviors once associated
with lower levels of development.
The year 2016 handed us a worrying and uncertain international
environment. As always, there is still room for hope. The international community appears to have dismissed the declarations of the
US President-elect to withdraw from the Paris agreement on climate change, and both China and Europe have confirmed their commitment to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. Some emerging and
developed economies experienced good levels of economic growth,
and the burden to restart the global economy is more equally shared
today than in the past. To face the refugee crisis – an issue that concerns both origin and destination countries – considerable efforts
(albeit still insufficient) have been undertaken both by destination
and transit countries. The world seems to be heading towards a division into regional blocs and areas of influence, lacking a unified
leadership. Countries are all aware that there is no single actor that
will intervene to solve the problems of the international community, and this could lead governments to embrace more collective
approaches than in the past. If uncertainty were accompanied by in-
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creasing humility and goodwill in facing its effects, we could even
end up with more shared rights, duties, and responsibilities in the
international arena which could lead to developing shared and mutually agreed solutions. If not, uncertainty could have very severe
effects.

Section II
Italy

9.

The Foreign Policy
of the Renzi Government (Year III)
Ugo Tramballi

Whether the American upheaval will be destructive or beneficial for
international relations as we know them, we will only be able to tell
by living the next four years. Day after day – a crisis, a negotiation,
a conflict after another. There is no US ally or rival, anywhere in the
world, that could possibly escape from this uncertainty. However,
Italy is the first European country that, with a national vote, the
referendum, has decided to add to this a second layer of uncertainty.
Sure, there was the precedent of Brexit, but apart from UK-EU
relations, British foreign policy has not been put into question, nor
did it experience hiccups: it continues to be durable in its objectives, and broadly bipartisan. In Italy – albeit our role in the world
is less demanding than the British, and our public opinion is less
interested in having one – Matteo Renzi’s defeat, on 4 December
2016, makes it harder to carry on ongoing initiatives and to reaffirm
future commitments in international relations.
Besides Europe, electoral outcomes after Renzi’s defeat and the
resignation of his government could put into question our role in
NATO, our relations with Russia, commitments in Libya and the
anti-IS coalition, and our migratory policies. France, Germany and
the Netherlands could soon be experiencing the same instability or
fragile stability. But we will only know this during 2017, after their
national elections: to Italy, this was already a reality in 2016.
Apart from recurring European Councils, which will be held in
2017 as well, there are three main events on the international calendar: events that the government strongly advocated for and sup-
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ported over the past year, and that require a direct, key role of our
country. From 1 January, Italy is a non-permanent member of the
UN Security Council, for the seventh time in 61 years. On 25 March,
Italy will organize in its capital the celebrations for the 60th anniversary of the Treaty of Rome that established the European Economic
Community, and the accompanying political summit. On 26-27 May,
finally, Italy will host the G7 Taormina summit. Occasions like these
are cherished by any country. Middle powers such as Italy treasures
them even more because they always warrant some international
visibility. Be it with a stable government, a government of experts,
an objective government, or a bridging government, the three events
will certainly be carried out. However, when it is called to action and
put under the spotlight, of its own volition or due to calendar-related
events, a country weakened by a domestic crisis appears always less
reliable than it deserves. It is not the first time that Italy goes through
something like this, and its low credibility is pretty well deserved.
The three events, advocated for by Matteo Renzi as Prime Minister, are a good metaphor for the state of Italian foreign policy:
its behaviors, its decisions, and the relationship between the international role the country aspires to play, the quality of the system
within which it acts, and the public opinion that is supposed to support such a role.
New challenges, old flaws
“It was a European show of unity”, said Foreign Minister Paolo
Gentiloni last June, when Italy managed to get one of two nonpermanent seats reserved for European countries at the UN Security
Council. In fact, Italy only got it for one of the two-year mandates,
leaving the second year to the Netherlands that had fought for the
seat during five useless votes. For the other European seat, instead,
Sweden had reached the quorum at the first voting. Gentiloni could
thus remark with satisfaction our sense of continental unity, according to which we decided to give up half of the mandate: the idea of
“cohabitation” had come from Italy.
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Why, then, despite all this, most of our EU partners chose the
Netherlands in all five votes and swore to do it again? Why did
Sweden reach the needed quorum at the first vote and we did not?
Sweden spends 1% of its GDP in official development aid, and we
only spend 0.21%. But of all Western countries, Italy is the first
in terms of UN troops contribution: 1,150 soldiers in 26 missions,
over 6,000 men and women deployed in NATO operations and other international coalitions. Moreover, Italy has a primary role in
efforts to pacify Libya. Why then Sweden was no match for us, and
we ended up competing with the Netherlands to the point that we
had to accept a compromise?
Candidacies to the Security Council need to be placed on time.
At the end of its 6th non-permanent seat term in 2008, the Italian
government presented a new candidacy for 2017-2018. The request
was made despite Sweden and the Netherlands had already presented theirs, agreed with EU countries in the name of continental
unity: the same principle that Gentiloni appealed to but that, before
him, a different Italian government had ignored.
The turns for the G7 presidency are fixed: one by one, every
country fills the role. Sicily, instead, was chosen by Matteo Renzi,
who defended his decision against the protests of many Italians and
the doubts raised by some countries. Despite this commitment, the
region that in May will host the summit and will be able to show
the world one of its most beautiful spots, prove that there is more
than mafia, and benefit from some investment, voted no at the referendum at the tune of 71%, 71.5% in Taormina proper, 74.6% in
Catania province, 76.5% in Giardini Naxos. While this could be explained by hostility against the Constitutional reform and towards
Matteo Renzi, such numbers also prove another thing: that foreign
policy, under any form, does not bring popular support.
Finally, the Treaty of Rome celebrations. These days, celebrating the EU, even just for its past achievements, or as an occasion to
highlight the need for reforms, is a dangerous endeavor. The opposition parties, convinced they could soon govern after the referendum, would rather put the EU on trial. The pro-European sentiment,
once a shared feeling in Italy (where voter turnout for the European
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Parliament elections reached levels seldom seen in a democracy),
and perceived as the only way to enact those reforms that the domestic political system was not able to carry out, is now seen as a
burden. Should a party adhere to the definition that, in other times,
Carlo Azeglio Ciampi gave of himself – “I am a European citizen
born in Italy” – it would most likely lose the elections.
A new Europe, or death
“I believe that Dijsselbloem [the Dutch President of the Eurogroup]
is not really aware of how things work in Italy. But the day after the
referendum, if things go well, I will ask the Parliament for the authorization to veto the EU budget”. “If Europe wants Italian money,
it must respect its commitments on migration”. “I want to defend
Italy in this historic battle so that the European budget balances
rights and duties: we want to change European rules”.
This is just a synthesis of Matteo Renzi’s many declarations,
growing in tone and intensity all over 2016. The Prime Minister
had tried to channel the growingly hostile sentiment of the public opinion towards European Institutions. In 2015 many had been
positively impressed by a Prime Minister that, during European
summits, opposed decisions by the France-German “Directory”. In
2016, Brussels started wondering what did Renzi wanted to achieve
with his harsh tones and his constant questioning of the rules, down
until the very foundations of the European framework.
Abandoning diplomacy, Matteo Renzi had decided to fight like
a gladiator, adapting to the dominant trends instead of advocating
shared reforms. On the one hand, such a behavior was (maybe) useful to the domestic battle for popular support and, on the other, the
EU needed a shock to move away from its stale rituals and its policies of financial rigor.
For years now, the EU has been less and less an issue for Italian
foreign policy, and more and more the arena of national politics.
While the economic crisis and migration issue are two huge continental issues that no country of the Union can solve alone, not
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even by building walls, 2016 has probably been the year in which
decisions taken in Brussels could less and less ignore what national
governments were doing, and domestic public opinion threatened
to do. It is not unlikely that 2017 will witness nationalism advance
even more, and this could be the reason why Matteo Renzi tried to
turn Italy from a passive object to an active subject of European
political processes: with a witty attitude that was unusual for European leaders but nevertheless achieving real results. Thanks to
Brexit, before the Italian referendum the country had acquired a
much bigger role than in the past: the role that it always pretended
to have.
Facing Africa: refugees and migrants
The biggest achievement in the quarrel between Matteo Renzi and
the EU was to put on the agenda of a selfish and bickering Europe
the migration issue and offer the possibility of a solution. While the
Prime Minister had played with fire on the Stability and Growth Pact
and the numbers of its budget deficit, the migration emergency put
on the European table a problem that other governments had tried
to ignore, refused to face, or thought to unload on the first countries
of arrival. The most glaring example is the Visegrád group: Poland,
Hungary, the Czech Republic, and Slovakia, “the parasites coming
from the cold”, that is, the countries from the former Soviet bloc
that gained more from the Union and are less prone to give. “Who
gets the money should also get the migrants”, said Matteo Renzi
harshly, hinting at them.
Greece and Italy have been bearing the brunt of the migratory
pressures for years. It is a costly and difficult position. But despite
showing similar levels of commitment and solidarity towards migrants, Italy and Greece face different conditions: Italy’s is worse.
Syrian refugees flowing through the Balkan route, mixing with
other Middle Eastern citizens, Afghans, and Pakistanis, has mostly
stopped. At least until the EU-Turkey agreements hold, and if international aid allowing Lebanon and Jordan to absorb the main
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impact of the populations fleeing civil war in Syria and IS in Iraq
continue unabated.
As to the Mediterranean route, 2016 was a record year: more
than 180,000 people arrived at Italian shores, of which 165,000
following the Libya-Italy route. As of November, 4,233 migrants
had died at sea, another record despite incomplete data. This route
has no filters nor walls: it only has the desert, the Libyan political
vacuum, and the sea. Those who follow this route are not refugees
– in 2016 Syrians stopped arriving from Libya and Egypt – but African migrants that mostly are not fleeing conflicts but are looking
for a better future. Today, even the most welcoming European governments are starting to turn away economic migrants, due to past
electoral defeats, the attempt to avoid experiencing others, and the
need to put a brake on an increasingly uncontrollable phenomenon.
Italy is no longer a transit country, but a dead end.
“The barometric pressure of a poor and growing continent next
to a rich and shrinking one cannot be sustained forever”, wrote
James Traub from the New York Times. In Europe, such pressure has
reached its political limit: in the UK, in Italy, and soon in France,
Germany and the Netherlands. It is mainly to Italy’s credit if Europe went beyond the declarations of the 2015 EU-Africa summit
in La Valletta, and proposed a new and more ambitious cooperation
model. The Migration Compact pinpoints those countries sending
most of the illegal migrants, and in which there is a government,
an economic structure receptive to investment that can be helped
to grow further. The push by the Prime Minister to achieve these
objectives, along with selected travels in the continent by Sergio
Mattarella and Paolo Gentiloni to promote the Migration Compact,
have in some way shaped a new Italian policy for Africa.
But funds are needed: and more than the huge remittance flows
that these countries receive from their countries in Europe. And
time is needed too: more time than any current European government has today, before risking to lose the upcoming elections.
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Egypt and India: two Italian stories
Ambassador Maurizio Massari could not believe his eyes, on that
evening in early February at the Cairo morgue. He had a sense of
who could have committed, or at least be responsible for, the murder of Giulio Regeni, and he knew that they would have done anything to hide the evidence. So, Massari had requested to see the
body of the Italian student, who had disappeared for days and had
been found just a few hours before in a ditch near a desert highway.
Giulio had been heavily tortured: brutalized for almost a week before being killed, according to the autopsy that would have been
conducted in Italy.
Since then, the Egyptian police, judges, newspapers, and political authorities lead a systematic disinformation campaign to hide
all the evidence. Italy froze its economic relationships with Egypt,
entertaining the existing ties without promoting new ones; after a
few months, it recalled the Ambassador who, since then, has not returned to Cairo. Right from the start, and without second thoughts,
the Italian government refused to restore normal diplomatic relations until Egyptian authorities have shed light on what happened.
On 28 May, Sergeant Salvatore Girone landed in Ciampino, putting a temporary end to a story that, for four years, had divided Italy
and India.
After a long streak of mistakes and poor shows, the Renzi government decided to seek international arbitration to solve the case
involving Girone and Massimiliano Latorre, the second Italian soldier who had already returned to Italy due to health conditions. The
Hamburg International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea had moved
jurisdiction of the case away from India: after four years since the
death of two Kerala fishers, allegedly killed by the two marò during
an anti-piracy mission, the Indian judges still had to charge them.
Soon after, the Hamburg Tribunal found that Girone had to wait for
the arbitration conclusions, expected in 2018, in Italy as well: the
same decision was taken by the Indian Supreme Court.
The two events have a number of implications. Egypt and India are two important developing countries: the latter is, in fact,

122

The Age of Uncertainty. Global Scenarios and Italy

already an economic power. With Egypt we entertained long-run
and profitable business relations. Not so much with India. Our trade
with a country of 1.1 billion inhabitants is comparable to our trade
with Poland, with 39 million inhabitants. But the economic potential is evident: not only is India the world’s biggest democracy, but
today it also grows more than China. Egypt, instead, is enduring
an economic crisis, but it is crucial to solving the Libyan chaos. It
is, therefore, decisive for our security, our energy sources, and the
migration problem.
In both cases, the Italian diplomacy acted consistently, upholding the need for acceptable justice towards three Italians abroad.
Did we need to be more realistic? Did we only have to care about
our economic (in Egypt’s case, also political) interests? Promoting and protecting investment and markets is crucial to a nation’s
interests. However, it is difficult to find clear-cut answers to these
questions: an Italian citizen has been killed and tortured in Egypt,
probably by that country’s security apparatus; two Italian soldiers
have been detained with a trick in India, during an international
mission, and held without pressing charges.
What is striking in both cases is the public opinion reaction
whose support and involvement, as stated above, are vital in defining a national foreign policy. Giulio Regeni’s case was immediately
perceived as left-wing, while the marò case as right wing and these
were the constant assumptions in public debates. Right-wing supporters protested because the government was jeopardizing Italian
interests in Egypt (“we cannot go to war for Regeni, can we?”); leftwing supporters were sure of Latorre and Girone’s guilt because
they were Western soldiers and the victims were poor fishermen
from Kerala.
What now?
2016 was an intense year for Italian foreign policy. The country
gained visibility in the international context, this time not just for
the notorious character of its Prime Minister. Goals had been set
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more clearly: Europe should be reformed; action towards Africa
could solve the migration crisis; the Middle Eastern chaos, and
chiefly Libya, were Italian priorities; a hefty military presence in international peace and stabilization missions should continue. Even
the travels abroad by the President of the Republic, the Prime Minister, and the Minister of Foreign Affairs responded in a consistent
fashion to the stated goals.
Although foreign policy is not a source of electoral support, by
giving it more visibility the Government was humoring the growing interest of the public, a need for simple answers to increasingly
disorienting events, from an international context that was growing
more troubling by the day. Islamic terrorism now controls actual
lands in the Middle East, and hits Western cities; people move in
numbers not seen since the end of WW2; Barack Obama’s America
is taking several steps back, while Vladimir Putin’s Russia opens
up new scenarios; China is richer and more powerful, and grows
nearer year by year.
However, whatever it does, no government can be rewarded for
its efforts by its citizens, who ask instant and clear-cut solutions:
qualities that diplomacy lacks because international challenges are
complex, too dangerous to be faced by a single government alone,
and require time to solve. And so, the Italian public opinion looks
for answers on the internet and finds self-styled experts, providing
non-existing, tailored truths: walls and repression can stop migrants;
IS is financed by the United States; Putin is the panacea to save the
world; Regeni is a British spy; the marò are trigger-happy fascists.
2017 begins with increasing hostility on the web, and the acknowledgment that the two pillars upon which Italian foreign and
defense policies have rested for seven decades are crumbling down:
the European Union is in dire straits; the US, protected by oceans on
both sides, appear willing to reinstate an isolationist foreign policy,
something they have been recurrently tempted to do. Both Italians
and Europeans ask themselves what could be the fate of Europe if
the US withdraw, and Russia draws closer to its borders.
For long, Italy had been able to balance its interests against those
of both big powers, for instance by opposing the automatic renewal
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of EU sanctions against Moscow. “We need to acknowledge that
the term ‘cold war’ has no place in this century. We need the EU
and Russia to restore their good-neighborly relations”, said Matteo
Renzi emphatically, as the only Western leader to attend to Saint
Petersburg Economic Forum, next to Vladimir Putin. “Russia and
Europe share the same values”, he added, without specifying further what values he was talking about.
But as the year drew to a close, the Prime Minister had also been
a guest of honor at the White House, at Barack Obama’s goodbye
dinner, hailed as a precious ally. Something similar happened decades ago, when Italy was opening car factories in Togliattigrad
but at the same time was called “NATO’s Bulgaria” for its loyal
role within the alliance. Italy could nurture diplomatic flexibility
until US and USSR interests on the Old Continent were easy to
discern: Washington’s protection was not in dispute, and friendship
with Moscow could not go beyond some neat thresholds. But what
would happen now, if Europe was left without the US due to Donald Trump, and Russia’s ambitions grew in parallel?
And finally, Italy today. The outcome of the referendum will not
only have an impact on our ability to honor our UN non-permanent
seat or to host European celebrations and the G7. The December
vote makes it more likely that in 2017 the country could be governed by forces that define themselves as an alternative to the current system of alliances. The Northern League and Brothers of Italy
are explicitly anti-European, nationalists, anti-American and Russophile.
Under such a scenario the preferences of the Five Star Movement, the party that most likely might be able to govern, are much
harder to discern: its foreign policy preferences can be divined, but
cannot be known yet. It is hard to come by a detailed program, nor
explicit declarations, possibly because Grillo has understood that
in Italy popular support can only be gathered elsewhere. The Five
Stars Movement is anti-euro, but not anti-Europe; the blogosphere
of the movement entertains good relationships with Russia; the party has not gone public on NATO but is against increasing military
expenditure and financing foreign interventions; it is against terror-
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ism but also against Italy taking part in the war against Daesh, in
Raqqa or Mosul. On the FSM website, one can find their platform
on migrants. But aside this formal enunciation, movement leaders
avoid talking about it, although the issue is second only to the economic crisis as a perceived threat by Italians. After the upheavals
of 2016, it is possible that we are witnessing the twilight of one of
the remaining pillars of stability for Italy: continuity and stability in
foreign policy, whoever governed.

10.

Italy: A Downsized Engine
Mario Deaglio

In order to understand Italy’s structural problems, we need to start
from what we euphemistically refer to as the “Great Recession” –
actually a crushing structural crisis that is lasting to date, even after
many countries (Italy not included) left the 2008-2009 recession behind their backs and returned to pre-crisis levels of gross domestic
product, but not at the previous growth rate.
The crisis forced many plants, building sites, shops, offices and
shopping malls to close, and all these “productive machines” wear
out when standing still. The simple push of a button is not enough
to restart them, and this has caused a fall in productive capacity in
many developed countries.
Given that the crisis is not over yet, but is simply “mended”, it
has reduced the appetite for investment in the real economy everywhere – an outright “investment strike”, given that they have fallen
from 22% to 16% of GDP between 2007 and 2014 – while making financial investment skyrocket. The crisis lowered economic
growth both due to this “strike” and because a large share of the
benefits coming from IT translates not into more goods to sell, but
in more free time for the consumer. Therefore, the power of every
advanced countries’ economic engine has significantly decreased,
but Italy’s has decreased even more than average.
Of all the advanced countries, Italy experienced the deepest crisis and the slowest recovery; its bureaucratic machine hindered the
recovery of the productive machine, and thus the return to pre-crisis
level is delayed year by year, due to the combined effect of two
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weaknesses: a weak domestic growth and a weak recovery in the
global economy. The global recovery, while subdued, supports the
growth of Italy’s exports, the only dynamic feature of the country’s
economy.
Reductions in productive capacity are difficult to estimate, even
allowing for some degrees of approximation. We can get a hint by
taking into consideration that, if the peak reached by Italy’s economy in 2007, before the crisis, was 109, after a couple of years
of “faint” recovery, industrial production has not even reached 94.
Falls of this magnitude are usually found only during intense and
prolonged wars. The only difference – and it plays in our favor – is
that, in the latter case, the reduction in productive capacity is caused
by bombs and can lead to great loss of human lives. In the former
case, instead, the reduction is caused by rust and obsolescence, both
fixable. All this is essentially true, although measurements of Italy’s
economic growth might err on the side of caution, given that it is
not so easy to account for Internet transactions, which are more and
more important and growing robustly, even in Italy, and which may
be underestimated in national accounts.
In this not-so-rosy context, the Italian economy is finding a partial way out through a radical reorganization of the productive sector, which is mainly spontaneous but it is supported by public action, internationally as well. In these mostly dark times, the country
is trying to establish at least two international bedrocks for its own
future development: an agri-food industry able to compete in the
world, and a strong presence in the oil and infrastructure sectors.
The next few pages will delve deeper in these important sectors.
Enough said, the push that can come from them is not sufficient
to make the Italian economy’s recovery durable. What would be
key is a relaunch of domestic demand, both of consumption goods
and investments, but this goes beyond the current analysis. The
growth of the agri-food, oil, and infrastructure sectors is most likely
a necessary condition for a stable recovery of the Italian economy,
but it is certainly not sufficient.
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International bedrocks
for the Italian economy of the future
An agri-food industry able to compete in the world
The main innovation on the Italian economy horizon can be identified in the rise, over the last decade, of an “agri-food supply chain”.
This expression points at a wide, systematic mix of productive exchanges among business that are variously linked to the food processing industry in different ways, even outside ordinary statistical
classifications. Naturally, this mix has always been there, but over
the last decade, it experienced a crucial structural transformation:
the links between the different sectors, once weak and sporadic,
have become stronger and more lasting; the quality of production
has increased, as well as the Italian competitive advantage. One of
few – if not the only – example of a positive development.
This sector’s coming of age arose from a pretty sizable injection of new investment (an exception to the drop and prolonged
stagnation that we mentioned in the previous paragraphs) but also
and most importantly from a “piecing together” of once-separate
elements that added more value to its single components. These
systematic links have arisen mainly in view of internationalization,
that is, by “skipping” the bottlenecks of domestic distribution, in
which the “chain” of intermediaries is often too long.
The demand originated from high or upper-medium income
households that are now past the view of food as a low-cost, basic
need. By putting the spotlight on “products from Earth”, the sector
sparked the interest of those in favor of the “organic factor” in nutrition, favoring an expansion that mainly concerns wines, sweet baked
products, pasta, and cheese. Evidence of such success is mirrored in
gains in market share by Prosecco to the detriment of Champagne.
The expansion abroad of the Italian agri-food sector certainly
owes much – although it is difficult to estimate how much – to public support, a support which is very different from that, often employed in Italy, consisting in subsidies and tax exemptions. A huge
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collateral investment that brought indirect but vital advantages:
namely, Expo 2015, the grand universal exposition held in Milan
from 1 May to 31 October 2015, whose motto was “Feeding the
planet, energy for life”. Expo was a vital showcase that caught the
world’s attention.
Expo 2015’s “promotional” message entered the stage just as
the “cultural” message, mainly thanks to private institutions, was
coming to fruition. The University of Gastronomic Sciences, active
since 2004, was born out of the prolonged efforts of the Slow Food
Movement and, later, the international association Terra Madre,
which elevated Italian food to a higher intellectual level, through
organic food and sustainability. This rationale was taken up, on the
one hand by entrepreneurs, with high-impact international gatherings, and on the other hand by ambassadors and diplomats that,
more often than not, effectively supported, and sometimes even
encouraged, entrepreneurs to expand on foreign markets like, for
instance, the Chinese one.
The agri-food sector is much more diverse and complex than is
commonly thought: it ranges from tractors (an important sector for
Italy), to research on plant diseases (Italian universities are internationally well-regarded), and may partly catalyze tourism. It can be
structurally linked to other manufacturing sectors, especially those
branded as “made in Italy” (textiles, leather goods, footwear, etc.),
and the hospitality sector. Web-based services benefited a lot of
small Italian enterprises that thanks to online platforms can directly
reach their final customers. Over the last few years, agritourism attendance has grown slightly.
Should the world follow the path of peace and free trade, this
will be a stepping stone for the future Italian productive structure,
which today is not sufficient to bear the weight of a full recovery,
but could in a relatively near future.
The pillars of the future: oil and infrastructure
The agri-food supply chain is made up of thousands of independent
enterprises, the majority of which are medium or small. The second
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stepping stone thanks to which Italy can try to advance towards a
sustainable economic future, comprises instead a single company
with a very short name: Eni.
Among Italian companies, Eni tops the charts both on revenue,
and in market value; it is sixth among international oil companies.
The Italian state is its main shareholder, and it also holds a “golden
share” that gives it a sort of veto power against hostile takeovers.
Eni’s best feature is that it has invested significantly in advanced
oil and gas research and transport technologies. The sequence of
its activities can be summarized this way: 1) discovery of an oil or
gas field; 2) development of the first stages of production; 3) sale
of ownership quotas to other oil and gas companies and launch of a
consortium to exploit the field; 4) active management of the field,
also on behalf of the other members of the consortium.
All this allowed Eni to make a great number of discoveries,
among which Zohr, in Egypt, stands out, coupled with offshore
findings in Angola.
Eni is well positioned to manage “multi-ownership” fields,
also thanks to Italy’s international position: when a field is owned
by more than one company, local governments hesitate to leave
operational control to enterprises from big powers. An Italian enterprise, direct expression of a middle power, is a guarantee of
fairness.
Besides extraction and management of gas and oil fields, Eni developed, through sister companies, a wide range of collateral technological assets that can enhance its global reach.
By analogy, next to Eni we may list other Italian excellences
in different sectors within mechanics and electronics, starting from
railroad-related goods, from signaling to actual railroad construction. Add to this power plants construction and shipbuilding, with a
penchant for cruise and pleasure boats.
The picture would not be complete without mentioning other
sectors specialized in the production of machinery and industrial
plants for a wide range of enterprises: from textiles to bread-making, to ice-cream making (the latter two directly linked to the agrifood supply chain). Within all these activities, a moderate recovery
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in external demand is under way, thanks to positive developments,
but it is still not enough.
Italy’s 2016 international economic policy
Italy’s 2016 international economic policy took place in two different environments: the first is the “near abroad”, namely Brussels
and the European Union; the second is the “far abroad”, that is, the
rest of the world.
With Brussels, the Italian government played a game aimed at
seizing more “flexibility” as compared with the targets within the
Stability and Growth Pact. Behind this strategy is the belief that, in
order to really recover, Italy needs a “push” in domestic demand, and
that this can only be achieved through private consumption, given
the sluggishness in public and private investment. In order to boost
private consumption, the government chose to give small incentives to particular categories, such as employees (€80 per month),
18-year-olds (€500 to buy books, movie and concert tickets), small
pensioners (an added month salary), and house owners (tax benefits
for renovations). To be fair, such incentives have always given rise
to modest effects, and the Italian case is no exception.
The match on flexibility was played effectively: the European
Commission has suspended its judgment on the Italian budget and,
for all practical purposes, gave its tacit assent to a flexible interpretation of expenditure targets, against an apparently strong opposition by Germany. Add to this the “earthquake effect”, that is the
possibility, allowed for by the Treaties, not to include the cost of
natural disasters within the overall deficit that counts to calculate
the deficit/GDP ratio. Finally, also add the “migration effect”, that
is a similar treatment for expenditure, deriving from the arrival and
stay in Italy of hundreds of thousands of people.
A second topic, on which Italy took a clear stand – despite its
consensus-building and low-profile tradition – concerns Russian
sanctions, which it aimed to lift at the October European Council. It
was not the first time that Italy expressed its opinion on the matter,
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asking for a political discussion rather than a simple administrative
renewal of existing sanctions. Italy’s position cannot disregard the
stark decline in Italian exports to Russia (by 25-33% depending on
the chosen timeframe), and the sanction’s indirect effect (exports
of intermediate goods to German industries that exported to Russia
themselves). These two factors have undoubtedly had a measurable
influence on Italy’s slow growth.
Italy managed to carve a role for itself due to the relatively confused situation in the EU, originated by Brexit (not yet final, for
now), and to the upcoming French and German elections. The possibility that, in Italy, the more Europe said “no” to the government’s
requests, the more this strengthened Eurosceptic opposition forces,
thus endangering both the common currency and the EU itself, induced the European Commission to try to find a compromise instead of employing a strictly (and myopic) legalistic interpretation
of the rules.
Moving to the “far abroad”, official visits abroad by the Prime
Minister were strongly influenced by a “promotional” attitude in
favor of the Italian entrepreneurship. As it usually happens with
other advanced countries, he was often escorted by a delegation
of entrepreneurs. The same occurred at the Chinese G20 in Hangzhou; on that occasion, Italy even signed an agreement for protecting “made in Italy” products, while the Prime Minister visited the
headquarters of Alibaba, the huge Chinese e-commerce enterprise,
which listed a number of Italian wines on its catalogue. Previously,
in February, the Prime Minister visited Africa, going to Nigeria,
Ghana and Senegal.
On 18 May, the Italy-Africa Ministerial Conference was held
at Farnesina, in Rome: this was an initial structural attempt to
strengthen relationships, both at an economic (Italy’s participation
in African development projects, until a few years ago relatively unimportant compared to other regions) and political level (in which
the migration issue topped the agenda).
The migration issue cannot be ignored, especially on a longterm timeframe. In 20-30 years, Africa’s population will double,
adding another billion (obviously young) inhabitants to the current
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billion. By a simple approximation, accounting for demographic
projections and probable trends in productivity shows that the continent’s GDP should grow by 6-6.5% a year just to present young
people with job opportunities.
Currently, the Sub-Saharan African economy grows at a 5-5.5%
rate, while Northern Africa’s growth has dropped to 2.5-3.5%. Europe’s participation (with Italy at the forefront, not least for geographic reasons) to African infrastructural projects, could benefit
both shores of the Mediterranean. One can expect that, whoever
will be in charge in Rome, this region will continue to attract significant attention.
Libya’s situation should be treated separately from the rest of
Africa, due to tumultuous events and Italy’s national interests, oilrelated and beyond. Italy’s stance, contrary to any direct intervention but in favor of a strong endorsement of the legitimate government, advocating for a federal state (as Libya already was between
1951 and 1963), has generally prevailed on the French and British
more interventionist positions.
Finally, the study of Italy’s “international economic policy” does
not paint the picture of an inward-looking country, somewhat indifferent to what happens beyond the Alps and its Southern shores, but
instead that of a country that is growing aware of the international
challenges it faces, and needs to find a place in the new international order that will follow the great recession and its global – and
not just economic – effects.

11.

European Integration on Hold:
Italy’s Weaknesses and Complaints
Franco Bruni

Lowered expectations
“My talks with you clearly show that giving new powers to European institutions is not the desired recipe”, wrote Donald Tusk, EU
President, to his colleagues of the European Council in September1,
sanctioning, with unusual clarity, the end of the attempt to give rise
to the “ever closer union” described in the Treaties2 and rejected by
the Brexit referendum in June.
In 2016, this “dynamic gridlock”, made of endless emergency
summits where any attempt to “shape events politically is given up”3,
has forced the EU to lower almost officially its ambitions of integration. 2017 begins echoing the reports of the 4 (then 5) EU Presidents4,
suggesting – between 2012 and 2015 – an integration between finanLetter from Bratislava, Letter from President Donald Tusk before the Bratislava
summit, 13 September 2016, http://www.consilium.europa.eu/press-releasespdf/2016/9/47244647234_en.pdf
2
Article 1 TEU
3
J. Habermas, “Core Europe To The Rescue: A Conversation With Jürgen Habermas
About Brexit And The EU Crisis”, Social Europe, 12 July 2016 which also reads: “The
dynamic gridlock is paid for by giving up any attempt to shape events politically”, (italics
mine), https://www.socialeurope.eu/2016/07/core-europe-to-the-rescue/
4
J.-C. Juncker, D. Tusk, J. Dijsselbloem, M. Draghi and M. Schulz, The Five Presidents’
Report: Completing Europe’s Economic and Monetary Union, European Commission, https://
ec.europa.eu/priorities/sites/beta-political/files/5-presidents-report_en.pdf
1
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cial, fiscal and economic policies while taking further steps towards
a political union. But an echo is just an echo: in fact, the work of the
Council has long ignored those reports, which instead should be considered “Plan A”, consistent with the goals of the Treaties.
The inaction on Plan A gave rise to a somewhat implicit Plan
B. The idea was to find a balance between risk reduction – national
actions aimed at reducing imbalances, implementing economic and
institutional reforms, and strengthening competitiveness – and risk
sharing – European actions aimed at developing common institutions that can insure against EU-wide systemic consequences of external or idiosyncratic shocks. Risk reduction would imply the fulfillment of the EU rules (Six Pack, Fiscal Compact, and Two Pack)
contained in the 2011 and 2012 governance reforms; risk sharing
would include a public backstop for banks and deposit insurance,
funds to manage international spill-overs of sovereign debt crises,
and financial resources to support investment plans of European
relevance with guarantees.
This kind of risk sharing is like the carrot to the threatening stick
of the financial markets that could discipline, through sheer speculation, those countries that delay or minimize restructuring and reforms included in the risk reduction criteria. It looks like Plan B is
born by taking into account the ineffectiveness of Brussels’ capacity
to effectively implement and monitor its recipes of fiscal consolidation and structural reforms, prescribed to the Member States. It
is, therefore, better to say out loud that what really matters is the
opinion of the governments’ private creditors.
Behind the threat to rely on this decentralized market discipline
lies mostly Germany, the huge creditor, who would also prefer the
ECB to start drawing down its bond buying programme, and the
banks to stock up more capital the more public bonds they hold,
even setting up an automatic debt restructuring procedure for countries in financial troubles. This threat, already noted in the 2016
ISPI Report5, took shape in early February in a letter to the press by
A. Colombo, P. Magri (eds.), Le nuove crepe della governance mondiale. Scenari globali e l’Italia (The New Cracks of Global Governance. Global Scenarios and Italy), Milano,
Epoké-ISPI, 2016, pp. 90 ff, www.ispionline.it/it/EBook/Lenuovecrepedella
5
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the Governors of France and Germany’s central banks6. The letter
also features what we are referring to as Plan B, made even more
appealing through the proposal to create a single Finance Minister
for the Eurozone. Even some official documents voiced the idea of
exchanging some risk reduction for risk sharing, in particular when
risk sharing refers to risks within the banking system7.
But even Plan B does not appear to be feasible for different reasons. First is the myopic reluctance of German leaders to insure
pro-quota risks to which they are in any way exposed due to European interdependence. Second, comes the gridlock (also known as
the first mover’s problem), stemming from the fact that everybody
expects risk reduction, which requires political efforts by national
governments, and sharing, which requires political efforts at EU
level. Third, the European Council is continuously distracted, chiefly by the migratory emergency and Brexit, and is thus unable to rely
on effective initiatives to relaunch the integration process and frame
the emergency within a medium-to-long term vision. And finally,
Plan B is hindered by political and economic uncertainty which has
only grown over the last few months.
Uncertainty is different from “risk”: the latter allows us to allocate probabilities to different scenarios. Uncertainty, instead, is total
ignorance of future events. To insure oneself against uncertainty is
difficult, if not impossible. When uncertainty is too high, collective
risk insurance becomes too costly, so much so that envisioning such
a huge collective exchange, between national risk sharing and EU
risk reduction, becomes very unrealistic.
In the geopolitical and economic landscape, uncertainty is everywhere. As if this was not enough, Brexit compounded the problems.
Brexit is the very symbol of uncertainty, also because its whens and
governancemondiale.Scenari_globali_e_Italia_040216.pdf
6
Published by Süddeutsche Zeitung and Le Monde. “Europa braucht mehr Investitionen”,
8 February 2016, http://www.sueddeutsche.de/wirtschaft/euro-raum-europa-braucht-ein-gemeinsames-finanzministerium-1.2852586
7
See for instance, in September: European Parliament, Think Tank, Completing
the Banking Union - Risk Sharing Initiatives and Parallel Risk Reduction Measures, 13 September
2016,
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?
reference=IPOL_BRI(2016)574392
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hows are still too hazy. Then the US election results came along:
instead of reducing uncertainty by eliminating one of the alternatives, uncertainty rose because the winner was the candidate whose
real actions were less predictable. Moreover, the Italian referendum
comes up together with Austria elections, and then French, Dutch,
and German elections. Not to mention migration, wars in the Middle East, tensions with Russia and Chinese mysteries.
And so, by autumn, even Plan B appears to be on the slow burner. Is there even a Plan C? Maybe so, or at least there is talk of an
urgent, minimalist scheme, which could finally address some emergencies with durable tools. Apparently, the idea revolves around an
effort to focus on the goal to nudge the EU into producing undeniably collective goods. Leaving aside an effective collective management of migration flows or some security and defense policies, such
steps ahead would be able – among other things – to gain the approval of a relevant majority of the public opinion, thus bringing the
Eurosceptic drift to a halt. The success of Plan C could be bolstered
by the proposals that are being drafted by the High Level Group on
Own Resources, the inter-institutional working group made up of
the European Commission, the Parliament, and the Council8. The
proposals revolve around how to make the Union “more simple,
transparent, fair, and democratically accountable”: in other words,
a reform of the budget’s structure, to be published in early 2017. To
this reform, others could be tied up, such as one on corporate taxation, which currently varies widely across Member States, and is
perversely competitive.
By reducing Euroscepticism, and the mutual distrust of national
elites, the success of Plan C could bolster the ambitions of European integration enough to bring Plan B back into play, and then,
maybe, do the same with Plan A. Meanwhile, this rebound would
be helped by increased communication efforts to detail to European
citizens the huge and fact-based costs of the possible death of European integration.
European Commission, Budget, Multiannual Financial Framework, The high-level group
on own resources, http://ec.europa.eu/budget/mff/hlgor/index_en.cfm
8
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Even Plan C requires a political and administrative effort that
could be lacking if uncertainty were to grow and generate new
emergencies in finance, the economy, or international relations. It is
also difficult to expect that this sort of pragmatic minimalism may
resuscitate European integration without reaching a solution to the
“Rodrik trilemma”9 EU-style10. The trilemma consists of the incompatibility between a complete European integration, democracy, and
Member States autonomy. If democracy takes place only within the
Member States, Europeanization becomes a clash between national
interests or a bureaucratic coordination with little to no democratic
legitimacy. On the other hand, strengthening supranational democratic representation involves higher power devolution towards the
center, thus constraining national autonomy. Given that to renounce
completely to each one of the three elements is unthinkable, the solution to the trilemma can only be found in balancing them out, so
as to make them compatible. The search for this correct balancing
is still chaotic and inconclusive.
There is a need for a clearer distinction of responsibilities and
autonomy between Member States and the Union: it is, therefore,
crucial to redesign EU institutions in a shared and sustainable way,
so as to avoid a dangerous “muddling through” between the three
sides of the trilemma that would bring to a weakening of the Union,
coupled with growing skepticism by its citizens. Pragmatic, small
steps to face emergencies can be useful to buy time, but time is running out, and we cannot afford this.
In this difficult phase, whoever calls for a radical reform of EU
institutions and governance can easily be accused of chasing down
utopias, instead of taking the small steps that emergencies require.
However, without a structured and shared target for the future shape
“The inescapable trilemma of the world economy”, Dani Rodrik’s weblog, 27 June
2007,
http://rodrik.typepad.com/dani_rodriks_weblog/2007/06/the-inescapable.
html
10
M. Dassù, “Il puzzle che paralizza l’Europa” (“The conundrum paralyzing the EU”),
La Stampa, 10 September 2016, http://www.lastampa.it/2016/09/10/cultura/opinioni/editoriali/il-puzzle-che-paralizza-leuropaZvm5MVYTlgaCImcpXHck3M/pagina.
html
9
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of the Union, small steps risk turning out to be incoherent and discouraging. And yet, they are needed, they use up time and energy,
and so they appear to be an inevitable distraction from the overall
picture. This is a dilemma within a dilemma: Europe’s key challenge.
Italy complains
The spiraling down from Plan A to C was harmful to Italy, which
must hope to have hit rock bottom and can only bounce back. The
opposite is also true: Italy’s size and importance make it one of the
culprits of this race to the bottom and, potentially, a key player for
bouncing back.
During the year, the Italian government has made headlines for
its “complaints” against Brussels. Among the latter are: complaints
for European Council inaction, which ultimately brought to the current integration crisis; complaints against the European Commission, mainly for budgetary austerity policies dictated by the Stability and Growth Pact and the Fiscal Compact, with added improper
expressions against the “bureaucrats” that must enforce those rules.
Within this critical interaction with the Commission, a lot of attention was devoted to the debate on “flexibility” or the discretionary spending margins contained within EU rules; margins that Italy
flaunts to have pushed to introduce11, but which it deems inadequate
or inadequately enforced. Italy also criticized the Commission’s
and the banking supervisors’ approach to the hurdles faced by some
Italian banks: either because they hindered direct interventions by
our government (by considering them “state aid”); or because they
were too exacting in terms of the quantification of the capital to
be provided to such banks; or because this approach is the logical
antecedent to the principle of “bail-in”, i.e. the extension of each
Council of the European Union, Encouraging structural reforms and investment: flexibility of
the Stability and Growth Pact rules, Bruxelles, http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/stability-growth-pact-flexibility/
11
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bank’s default risks to its bondholders12. So, the Commission appears often to be the main target of accusations that, without telling
apart the responsibilities of the Council, are generically directed to
“Europe”, that “tells us what to do”, that imposes “rules” instead of
taking redeeming political decisions.
Against the Council, where the Italian government has a direct
representation, criticism appears to be better directed, and revolves
around the widespread dissatisfaction with the Union’s “surplice”,
partly explained by the unduly wait for 2017 French and German
elections. The problem is the growing predominance of the intergovernmental approach: criticism from a Member State should,
therefore, spare the Commission, which institutionally is in favor
of a communitarian approach, and rely on diplomacy, alliances, and
well-written proposals to interact with national governments. Here,
Italy’s actions did not always seem to be flawless. In August, at
Ventotene, Italy boasted a triple alliance with France and Germany,
without ensuring that this was based on a broad agreement and the
tacit consent of the rest of the EU.
There were also some constructive and well-received proposals. Two, in particular, deserve recognition. In February, the Italian government presented to the Council a paper containing reform
proposals on the European strategy and framework on economic
policy13. It underlined the need to face “growing signs of disaffection”, and the “struggle to perceive the added value of being part
of the Union”. One of the proposal aims to achieve a “more balanced fiscal stance for the Eurozone as a whole”: not just budgetary
discipline at the national level, but the coordination of Eurozone’s
aggregate demand. This explicit “fiscal stance” would support, for
instance, the continuous calls for more public investment in Germany, where a lack of domestic demand is causing excessive current account surpluses. Towards the end of 2016, the Commission
See the last paragraph of this chapter.
Ministry of Economy and Finance, Una strategia europea condivisa per crescita, lavoro
e stabilità (A Shared European Policy Strategy for Growth, Jobs, and Stability), February 2016, Roma, http://www.mef.gov.it/inevidenza/documenti/Una_strategia_
europea_condivisa.pdf
12
13
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did embrace the proposal for a European fiscal stance, but this was
promptly rejected by the Council, mainly due to German opposition. The February paper also calls for a common fund to stabilize
the labor market that would provide resources to countries experiencing large increases in cyclical unemployment. It also advances
a proposal for the shared management of external borders with a
“mutualized funding mechanism which could entail issuance of
common bonds”. These and other ideas within the paper set out
concrete tasks for the Eurozone Finance Minister that the FrancoGerman proposal leaves undefined14. The Italian paper, though,
tends to overlook the “homework” for each Member State, so that it
ends up being bent too much on risk sharing than on risk reduction.
This hinders its role as a convincing contribution to the success of
Plan B, “risk reduction vs. risk sharing”.
Italy’s main proposal was, however, the Migration Compact15.
Throughout 2016, the Italian non-paper16 was the only innovative,
down-to-earth, and well-valued document on the biggest issue facing the EU. The paper states that the Central Mediterranean migratory flow will last for decades, that it is a structural phenomenon
in which ordinary migrants are the majority as compared to refugees, and that, if well managed, this could boost economic growth
and support demographic trends in Europe. It also goes beyond the
emergency proposals that catalyzed the attention of policymakers,
from border control to asylum rights reform. The paper lists “what
Europe may offer” and “what Europe may ask”, trying to point at
a sustainable and coherent strategy. On the former, the list includes
investment projects in origin countries, tools to facilitate the access
of African countries to capital markets, and an increase in legal migration opportunities. As to the latter, the paper lists: a stable commitment to effective border control, the readmission and reintegration of returnees, the management of migration and refugee flows,
Ibid., and see note 6.
Italian Government, Presidency of the Council of Ministers, Immigrazione, la proposta
dell’Italia alla UE (Migration Compact: Contribution to an EU strategy for external action on
migration), 21 April 2016, Roma.
16
http://www.governo.it/sites/governoNEW.it/files/immigrazione_0.pdf
14
15
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and the fight against trafficking in human beings and smuggling
of migrants. Finally, it proposes innovative instruments to finance
these new policies, including investment funds and a better use of
existing funds.
On the occasion of the September informal Council in Bratislava, the Italian Prime Minister asserts – speaking to the Italian press,
instead of attending the Hollande-Merkel press conference17 – that,
despite favorable opinions and the ongoing preparatory work, and
despite the trilateral summit with Merkel and Hollande in Ventotene, the Migration Compact has not gained enough momentum,
and Italian worries for the African dossier are neglected. The Council’s final communiqué will be defined as “very ordinary” by Renzi,
in an audition at the Parliament18 that precedes the October European Council. During the audition, the Prime Minister states that Italy’s active presence whenever things are going wrong can achieve
concrete results, citing the initial EU attention to the African issue.
He also underlines that the March 2017 summit in Rome to celebrate 60 years since the signing of the Treaties will be a “relevant,
crucial, and decisive” break and advances an “innovative path” to
relaunch the Union. Unfortunately, it is hard to think that there is
enough time or political will to shape such an innovative integration
proposal in time for the celebrations in Rome, even disregarding the
constant bickering and succession of emergencies that make politics myopic, both in Italy and in the rest of the Union. It needs to be
said, however, that the Italian government’s criticisms to Europe,
right or wrong, rhetorical or clear cut, did not stem from Euroscepticism but from a genuine attempt at being constructive.
It is higly likely that Italian insistence has not been irrelevant in
making the small advances, both on migration and African issues,
See, for instance, A. Mauro’s reportage, “Ue, a Bratislava si frantuma il direttorio
Renzi, Merkel, Hollande. Ma il premier italiano ha benzina da campagna referendaria”
(“EU: the breaking of the Renzi-Merkel-Hollande-axis in Bratislava. But the Italian
Prime Minister is in full referendum campaign mode”), Huffington Post, 16 September
2016.
18
Chamber of Deputies, Stenographic Record of the Assembly, Meeting no.
691, 12 October 2016, Roma, www.camera.it/leg17/410?idSeduta=0691&tipo=
stenografico#sed0691.stenografico.tit00020
17
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that have been scored with the October19 and December20 European
Councils, including the initial financial allocations towards African countries. The December European Council took place right
after the inauguration of the new Gentiloni government. The Prime
Minister acknowledged these small advances, but lamented “strong
delays”. As Sergio Fabbrini wrote, the December meeting lasted “a
full day, but took no relevant decision”, due to the persisting “decisional minimalism”, caused by the intergovernmental approach and
its penchant for consensus21. It seems like European leaders are
still waiting, passively and counterproductively, for the outcome of
the 2017 French and German elections. Fabbrini also argues that
the same paralyzing search for consensual equilibria is starting to
emerge in post-referendum Italian politics.
Hard reforms
To tell the truth, the gridlock lasted the whole year, as parties bickered before the referendum. Economic reforms that Italy badly
needs also to negotiate with the Commission measures to boost
growth and reduce debt, ground to a halt. Brussels’ recommendation has not been properly followed through. Renzi has often
bragged of remaining “below 3%” in the deficit/GDP ratio. But this
is far from enough, given the size of our public debt, and also given
the chance of international interest rate raises. Italy should make
an effort, in line with the Stability and Growth Pact and the Fiscal
Compact, to reach adequate primary surpluses so as to decrease the
debt stock. European rules allow calibrating this effort by keeping
into account special conditions and emergencies and, most of all,
European Council, Bruxelles, EUCO 31/16, CO EUR 8, CONCL 4,
Conclusions,
20-21
October
2016,
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/
en/meetings/european-council/2016/10/21-euco-conclusions_pdf/
20
European Council, Bruxelles, EUCO 34/16, CO EUR 10, CONCL 5, Conclusions, 15 December 2016, http://www.consilium.europa.eu/
en/meetings/european-council/2016/12/20161215-euco-conclusions-final_pdf/
21
“Europa e Italia: paralisi allo specchio” (“Europe and Italy: Twin Paralysis”), Il Sole
24 Ore, 18 December 2016.
19
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improvements in the quality of expenditures and the speeding up
of structural reforms. Protesting against the Europe of “tiny adjustments” is pointless, especially when the country’s financial stability
could suffer from the inertia of a political environment paralyzed by
the fear of short-term loss of consensus. The spending review has
stopped, public administration reforms have come to a standstill,
the normative push towards more competition in key sectors shrank
to a minimum, reforms in the justice sector and bank restructuring
are sluggish, and significant reforms in healthcare, secondary and
tertiary education are missing in action. Huge stocks of capital and
labor are still employed in private enterprises and public administrations that are devoid both of economic-financial success and
social utility. Italy’s main problem is productivity, which has been
stagnating for more than two decades, in both absolute and relative
terms, both when measured in productivity per hours worked and in
total factor productivity: the latter signals the system’s overall inefficiency and the fact that resources are not channeled towards more
productive sectors, businesses and employments22. This is particularly worrying given the global environment, characterized by continuous changes in technologies, competitors, investment opportunities. The so-called “reforms” should serve to direct, discipline and
facilitate the flexible channeling of labor and capital factors towards
the most productive uses, both privately and socially. Restructuring
the banking sector and the financial markets would be of the utmost
importance, together with active employment policies, in which
our country is gravely lagging. The latter are crucial to reallocate
workers, minimizing economic and human costs while maximizing effects on productivity. To be fair, the country-specific recommendations issued to Italy by the Commission23 (and endorsed by
On the measurement of allocative inefficiencies in Italy, see, for instance, A. Linarello, A. Petrella, “Produttività e riallocazione: evidenza empirica dall’universo delle
imprese italiane” (“Productivity and Reallocation: Empirical Evidence from the World
of Italian Companies”), Questioni di Economia e Finanza, Occasional Paper no. 353, Bank
of Italy, September 2016. On productivity measurements and comparisons, in which
Italy’s deficiencies are especially stunning, the best source is the OECD website.
23
Official Journal of the European Union, Council Recommendation of 12 July
2016 on the 2016 National Reform Programme of Italy and delivering a Council
22
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the Council) put more emphasis on structural reforms than on “tiny
adjustments”.
It is possible that, in negotiating with Italy, the Commission has
taken into account the fact that the political balance needed to pass
reforms and the budget was precarious. Moreover, the Italian government was able to effectively defend its budgetary law as far as
European commitments are concerned24. Italy replied to the Commission both on the details of the budget and on the exceptional
circumstances that justified significant deviations from the ordinary
path of deficit reduction. This should allow a reasonable agreement
on the Italian budget and additional legislative measures by the first
half of 2017. However, any increase in political instability could
exacerbate coordination problems with Brussels and, most of all
could upset those market operators that hold our public debt and
ensure the country’s financing.
As Europe slows down on the path towards more integration and
coordination, markets will more and more be the actors able to punish or reward the economic policies of Member States. The cumbersome job of risk reduction will more and more weigh on the latter,
with no risk sharing to counterbalance it, as instead foreseen by the
aforementioned plan B. It would have been better to work towards
this aim since the beginning of 2017, as suggested by some25. The
mistake was to rely on the fair protests against Europe’s inertia to
justify the slow pace of both our reforms and the improvement of
our public accounts. On the contrary: by putting more effort in public debt reduction and structural reforms, Italy could make its voice
opinion on the 2016 Stability Programme of Italy, (2016/C 299/01), http://eurlex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2016.299.01.0001.01.
ENG&toc=OJ:C:2016:299%3ATOC
24
Draft budgetary plans of euro area Member States, Economic and Financial Affairs,
European Commission, submitted by Italy to the Commission. The Commission letter commenting the budget and the detailed answer by the Italian government can be found at: http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/economic_
governance/sgp/budgetary_plans/index_en.htm
25
See C. Bastasin, L. Bini Smaghi, F. Bruni, M. Messori, S. Micossi, F. Passacantando,
F. Saccomanni and G. Toniolo, Euro-zona, la responsabilità dell’Italia (Eurozone, Italian Responsibility), Luiss School of European Political Economy, 21 January 2016, http://sep.
luiss.it/sites/sep.luiss.it/files/EuroItalia.pdf
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be heard and shake Europe from its inertia. By doing so, it would
contribute to Eurozone stability, instead of being a potentially infectious weak point, a threatening memory of 2011-2012 vicious
circle: an economy too big to be saved, but also too dangerous to be
left alone. A crisis in Italy could have a crushing effect on the whole
economic-monetary area with which it is inextricably linked.
The problem with banks
The banking system is the wiring of the Eurozone economy. As
2016 draws to a close, much of the attention is focused on the problem with Italian banks. Only a few of them display worrying fragilities, but the diffusion and localization of their woes are such that
– should they not be timely addressed – they could generate panic,
contagion, systemic risks for the whole Eurozone. Here as well, the
government was hampered by the long – useless and difficult to explain – wait for the results of the constitutional referendum. As soon
as the results came in, the government proved ready, also through
remarkable financing, to face the worsening of the problem, while
constantly keeping in touch with European authorities and, in particular, with the ECB supervisors.
The banks’ sore points are essentially two: the amount of nonperforming loans, and the size and diffusion of junior bonds with
which banks raised capitals, by deceivingly selling most of them
to private investors unaware of the risks they were taking. According to European rules entered into force in early 2016, state aid to
ailing banks is only possible if the banks’ restructuring involves junior bondholders (along with shareholders). This regulation, often
called “bail-in”, was adopted in Europe after that the 2008-2009
crisis forced various governments to bank bailouts that turned out
to be very costly for the public purse, that is, for taxpayers that were
not responsible for the risks run by banks. In Italy’s case, however,
these bailouts did not take place because ailing Italian banks were
accumulating risks of a different kind than foreign banks, which
were involved in the purchase of highly speculative assets. Italian
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banks were instead lending too much to businesses that were too
frail and undercapitalized. The long economic crisis brought to the
fore their clients’ weaknesses, and significantly raised solvency
risks for some banks.
In this setting, there are two elements of potential controversy
with European authorities. First, Italy complains that it cannot freely use state aid when this has instead been possible, before the bailin rules set in, for many and often big banks in other EU countries.
Second, Italy remarks constantly that bank bonds to be sacrificed
in case of restructurings, according to bail-in rules, are especially
widespread in Italy: these bonds have been widely sold even to retail customers, for which the application of bail-in rules would constitute a socially and politically destabilizing sacrifice, so much so
that panic and contagion risks would spread even to healthy banks,
thus increasing systemic risk. 2017 will witness developments in
the talks and exchanges between Italian and European authorities,
and in applying complex but flexible rules that could be useful to
Italy.
In the Eurozone, financial interconnections are so numerous that
systemic banking crises hardly remain confined within one country.
Thus, fostering European financial stability would require to mutualize sufficient European precautionary funds to face the danger of
instability spillovers. For now, the slow and twisted path of European integration has been too big a constraint for this kind of collective insurance. Such an insurance was, since the beginning, part and
parcel of the European banking union project, whose lack of completion is undermining its efficacy. Italy must keep on pushing so
as to accelerate progress on this topic while gaining legitimacy by
working out its banking and financial weaknesses swiftly and rigorously. Among other things, Italy needs to work out how to contain
its public debt, which is mainly held by banks and threatens to spark
dangerous short circuits between public and banking finances.
Banks’ hardships, in Italy and elsewhere, are not just due to bad
loans and risky ways to raise capital. Structurally bigger weaknesses
are in-built in banking activity models that, as years go by, become
less and less sustainable and profitable, thus undermining banks’
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health. We only need to mention three factors: the development of
information technology, growing competition from the non-bank
sector, and higher capital requirements set by regulators to compensate for higher riskiness, stemming from the growing aversion
with which authorities and taxpayers see the socialization – once
considered normal – of potential insolvency costs. To face all this,
European banks need, among other things, to renovate their ownership structure and corporate governance; they also need mergers,
reorganizations, better international supervision and guidance, and
an adequate European insurance for the emergencies that may follow a phase of transformation. On this, as well, it would better for
Italy not to play a defensive game on banks, as if to protect itself
from changes or threats that come from abroad, or hiding behind
a tighter, more provincial way of exercising banking. It should instead encourage its Eurozone partners to speed up common action
to modernize banking, whose problems, albeit with national peculiarities, are common across Europe. The banking system is the national and international channel for currency circulation: its health
overlaps with the euro’s.

12.

Italy and the European Migration Crisis
Fulvio Attinà

The arrival of irregular migrants is cause for political and social
crises in destination countries. These countries are faced with the
economic costs of hosting migrants and with the need to integrate
them socially and culturally. At the same time, they face citizens’
protests, easily instigated by opposition groups and parties. In a
Europe where the free movement of persons is still an important
principle, the tolerant response by those governments that over the
last decades sided in favor of letting irregular migrants in countries
as cheap labor force, is faced today by other governments that deny
the economic benefits of immigration, placing on the former the
responsibility for the current crisis and for anti-migrant protests.
The situation is even more complex, if we take into consideration
that migration flows are often caused by natural catastrophes like
droughts, floods, and other events linked with climate change, but
also by man-made disasters like wars of any kind, affecting mainly
the civilian population, or political degenerations like violence, corruption, and maladministration. All this causes the exodus of a large
number of people that, no longer able to support themselves, leave
in search of a better future: living with dignity, escaping poverty
and chronic unemployment, avoiding ethnic, religious and political
persecution. That is why we use the term “forced migration”.
To answer to such crises, European countries made humanitarian aid an integral part of their foreign policy. Many countries have
acquired crucial capability in terms of aid and disaster response, developing their know-how to properly manage such situations. Such
capabilities, however, have little to no use for migratory move-
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ments, albeit forced and, therefore, irregular. People fleeing insecurity and poverty do not care about border-crossing laws. The only
migrations that Europeans are prone to accept are those caused by
lack of employment from areas in economic decline or with stunted
development, as long as they are counterbalanced by a surplus in labor supply in a country growing economically and with a dynamic
labor market. Every other type of migration is bound to be stopped
because it represents a threat to the normal economic course of destination countries. Only seeking asylum due to political persecution
can be an exception to this policy and can be treated according to
the international law, keeping in mind that politics can interfere.
The same happens to forced migrants and internally displaced persons whenever these are deemed temporary movements. While it is
important to differentiate between categories of migrants, it is also
right to hold together everyone that was forced to leave their home,
fleeing for their lives or in search of adequate means of livelihood. It
is no surprise, as stated above, that these forced migrants are irregular or illegal, and it is also no surprise that Europe, for its culture
and its economic level, is their destination of choice. Again, it is not
surprising that the European Union is the international organization
European governments turn to in order to manage migratory flows.
Up until today, however, it has not been easy to put into motion EU
policymaking and crisis management mechanisms. Despite the fact
that, sometimes, common responses have been resolute, their effectiveness still needs to be proven. Fragmented national responses are
still operative, and they significantly erode the potential of common
crisis management. While it is crystal clear that, being migration a
transnational phenomenon, its management should be common, national customization of EU-level policies still prevails, and even the
coordinated management of national responses has proven weak.
Italy’s reaction to the EU’s response to the migration crisis is a case
in point.
Between 2011 and 2013, Italy responded in the same way as
the EU, by denying the intensity and distinctiveness of the crisis.
With the Mare Nostrum operation, from October 2013 to November 2014, Italy broke with its European partners, before going back
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to Communitarian policies in 2015. Italy did what many other EU
countries – each in its own peculiar way – did. Four different governments, and coalition and Prime Minister changes, encouraged
the Italian behavior.
The European management of the migration crisis
In 2012 the number of non-EU immigrants admitted to EU countries dropped by 12% from a year before, due to a restriction in
regular migration policies in many EU countries. At the same time,
the number of irregular migrants rose1. These migrants try to enter Europe illegally, thus remaining stuck between wars, violence,
and poverty – the same factors that pushed them to leave in the
first place – and see their every chance to rebuild a life denied,
as work opportunities in Europe are explicitly removed from their
view. In the last few years, the electoral advances of populist, antimigrant and xenophobic parties – to which the 2008 economic and
financial crisis contributed to – forced governments to introduce
restrictions to migratory flows and to deny the need of foreign labor
for European economies and household. In the past, this need was
met through tolerant policies of illegal arrivals and by regularizing
irregular migrants. The European labor market needs to tap into
foreign labor to fill in positions in professions that Europeans turn
down, and population aging contributes to this need. These professions belong to economic sectors with low-profit margins, and
cannot be delocalized in countries with lower labor costs: in particular, agriculture, fishing, constructions, mining, caregiving and
nursing, cleaning, and hospitality. In the last few years, economists
have shown the benefits of the inclusion of foreign workers within
the legal domestic labor market on gross domestic product and the
government budget. According to economists, if migrants were allowed to participate in the labor market, reception and integration
F. Crépeau and A. Purkey, Facilitating Mobility and Fostering Diversity. Getting EU Migration
Governance to Respect the Human Rights of Migrants, CEPS Paper in Liberty and Security in
Europe no. 92, Bruxelles, 2016.
1
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costs would be offset by higher fiscal revenue thanks to their contributions2. Therefore, the crisis that we are dealing with dates from
the decision from European leaders to abandon the tolerant policies
through which they managed irregular migratory flows, and catered
to those citizens that regarded the inflow of irregular migrants as a
threat to ordinary living conditions in Europe.
From the Seventies onward, irregular migration by sea to Europe has grown steadily, albeit discontinuously. In 2011, the year
of the Arab Springs, growth in irregular migrant arrivals skyrocketed and, in the following years, it steadied. The shores of Libya,
where Colonel Qaddafi’s regime fell between February and March
2011, have become the main origin point of migrant boats. With the
end of the regime, the treaty between Qaddafi and the Italian government ceased to apply. This treaty bound Libya to stop any boat
leaving for Italy, in exchange for significant economic aid for the
Libyan government and people.
One can, therefore, partition the management of the migration
crisis into four distinct periods, starting from the moment when
the crisis was first perceived by citizens and entered the political
agenda of the EU3:
• 2011 - 2013: ordinary management of irregular migration, based
on police border controls and on the expected application of the
Schengen system by the governments of the countries of arrival;
• October 2013 - November 2014: Italy disengages from the ordinary management of irregular migration and launches the Mare
Nostrum operation, appealing to humanitarian principles and the
juridical responsibility of saving lives at sea;
• November 2014 - October 2015: temporary about-face of the
EU in favor of a “comprehensive approach” to migration, starBertelsmann Stiftung, From Refugees to Workers Mapping Labour-Market Integration Support Measures for Asylum Seekers and Refugees in EU Member States, Migration Policy Centre (MPC), Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies of the European University Institute (EUI), Firenze, http://www.migration
policycentre.eu/, 2016.
3
F. Attinà, “Building management in the midst of the crisis: EU up ‘against’ the migrants”, La Cittadinanza Europea, no. 1, 2016, pp. 43-66.
2
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ting from the Triton mission, a military operation against migrants’ smugglers, and the approval of two relocation plans of
asylum seekers from Italy and Greece to other EU countries;
• November 2015 onwards: walls are erected all over Europe and
migration is stopped at “hotspots” in Greece and Italy, irregular migrants are returned to countries of origin and transit by
enacting third-country cooperation agreements, and a European
Border and Coast Guard is set up.
Italy’s management of the European migration crisis
In the last twenty years, citizens’ mobilization against irregular migrants in Italy was led by an alignment of groups and parties who
were also expression of Berlusconi’s government coalition. Despite
the fact that migration inflows over the previous thirty years had
made Italy a multiethnic country, many Italians refused to acknowledge this state of facts and to adapt the social make-up of the country. Under the EU pressure, in 2009, the Berlusconi government
signed an agreement with Libya, embracing the arguments of those
who thought that receiving migrants was unsustainable and that
Italy needed to defend its cultural identity.
However, the policies of the center-right government towards irregular migration were not devoid of uncertainties and ambiguities.
While the EU pressed Italy to respond to the increasing irregular
flow by applying common principles – namely apprehension, identification, and the return of anybody not entitled to international
protection – the Italian government replied that the phenomenon
should be treated as a humanitarian emergency. When the number
of migrants in identification centers became a problem and the management of returns got increasingly complicated, the Berlusconi
government granted temporary residence permits for humanitarian
reasons to any migrant that had reached Italy between January and
April 2011, underlining that the majority of migrants was headed
towards Northern European countries. If the aim of the Italian government was to force the European Council to declare a humanitar-
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ian state of emergency and use EU funds to cover the costs incurred
by Italy in managing migration flows, this expectation was not met.
European governments, together with Brussels, simply requested
Italy to take on all responsibilities and costs, stopping all unauthorized foreign citizens and applying current international and European law.
EU institutions and governments reminded Italy the duty to
check its external borders, given the fact that the country was part
of a union of states that had established the principle of free movement of persons. In other words, given that North African countries did not check their borders, Italy and other countries on the
northern shores of the Mediterranean (i.e. Greece and Spain), had
to pay every cost of checking the borders of the Schengen area.
The Berlusconi government, which had already rewarded Qaddafi’s
regime in order to block migrants via the 2009 treaty, consented to
the EU request and, in 2011, signed new agreements with Tunisia
and Libya’s National Transitional Council that exchanged aid for
the restraint of irregular migration and the return of illegal migrants.
Due to these agreements (and the previous one with Qaddafi), Italy
was able to return thousands of migrants, but these actions were
condemned by international organizations as blatant violations of
human rights law.
The 2011 agreements worked with Tunisia, but certainly not
with Libya. The Monti government, which had succeeded to the
Berlusconi government in November 2011, decided to reopen the
reception and identification center in Lampedusa that the previous
government had closed. Monti was also the recipient of a ruling
of the European Court of Human Rights that found Italy guilty of
intercepting at sea and returning to Libya 24 Eritrean and Somali
citizens without granting them access to asylum procedures. The
issue covered by the ruling took place in 2009, but it was also common practice by the Italian Coast Guard when applying the Libyan
agreement. Overall the Monti government, which remained in office
until April 2013, adopted a low-profile policy in managing irregular
arrivals and did not react with a change of heart to the Court’s ruling
in order to remain in line with the EU’s external migratory policies.
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A turn in Italy’s policy came with the government of Enrico
Letta, which was inaugurated in late April 2013. Arrivals at southern shores were on a steady trend. Migrant smugglers continued to
operate, providing unsafe boats to migrants. The Italian Navy and
Coast Guard were conducting patrolling and rescue operations. The
Italian governments kept asking to European institutions to declare
a state of humanitarian emergency that would have allowed to save
migrants risking to drown and to set a course of action for the reception of irregular migrants on Italian shores. Although some contrary notes were being struck, such as that of Cecilia Malmström,
European Commissioner for Home Affairs, who deemed possible
to entrust Frontex with Search and Rescue (SAR) operations, the
Commission’s and Council’s official stance remained unchanged:
irregular migrants could not be subject to humanitarian operations;
irregular migration was not part of the EU’s jurisdiction; the Member States should control the crossing of external borders. Whenever Italy or other Mediterranean countries could not properly control
their borders, Member States – given that irregular migrants could
circulate in EU countries thanks to the free movement of persons
principle – could protect their country by suspending free movement and introducing internal border checks, even if only limited to
third-country citizens.
On 3 and 11 October 2013 two new shipwrecks caused hundreds of deaths. On 7 October, the EU Ministers of Home Affairs
proposed a task force on the Mediterranean. Once launched, the
task force held two meetings but ended up empty-handed. On 13
October, after a visit to Lampedusa by the President of the European Commission and the Commissioner for Home Affairs, the
Letta government made it be known that Italy regarded as a duty
to enact the international law of the sea and humanitarian law. The
Italian Minister of the Interior was given the mandate to organize
and conduct SAR operations in the Central Mediterranean, border
control, and anti-migrant smuggling operations. On 18 October the
Mare Nostrum operation was finally launched. Italian vessels saved
lives at sea and brought migrants ashore. Here, they were received,
granted a status, and could continue their journey to other European
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countries. Other Northern Mediterranean countries made different
choices. Spain, that embraced the iron-fist response advocated for
by Brussels, hampered migrants’ arrivals. Greece, brought down
to its knees by the economic crisis, could not hamper arrivals but
could not even afford the costs of a humanitarian operation. Given
that in the eyes of the EU institutions migrants were simply irregulars and not people forced to leave their lands, and that for European citizens, migrants – irregular or forced – were a threat to
normal living conditions, all European governments asked the EU
to respond to this threat by managing the crisis and bring citizens’
life back to normal.
It was not easy for the Italian government to convince European
leaders that, first of all, it was crucial to saving migrants’ lives at sea,
and only after that asylum applications could be evaluated, deciding which migrants had a right to international protection and which
migrants had a right to a decent and safe life in a European country.
European governments, albeit not all of them, agreed to save lives
at sea, but refused to host migrants without a regular work permit.
Italy stated, again and again, that those were not economic migrants with no residence permit, but people that needed to be rescued at sea, towards which there is a moral and juridical obligation
of humanitarian assistance. Therefore, Europe could not abdicate to
its political responsibility to respond to a humanitarian emergency.
European citizens, however, made it known that, while this could be
true, migrants are a threat to ordinary life, well-being, and Western
culture. European leaders acknowledged the requests of their voters
and acted accordingly – by managing the situation as an ordinary
cross-border crisis. Migrants’ entry is to be managed at the common
borders. Every country employs public officers that manage (i.e.
authorize or block) border crossings. The Schengen system is based
on an agreement between EU countries, suspending internal border
checks. Therefore, all EU countries must share common policies
towards migratory movements, even for third-country citizens, and
must implement the same rules at external borders.
The Renzi government was finally granted the acknowledgment
by European Institutions that SAR operations were legitimate and
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that the EU itself would take the lead on this issue. In exchange, Italy implemented every single EU policy on migration, from migrant
relocation plans to return of irregular migrants, from the provisional
suspension of Schengen rules to coordinated actions with thirdcountry governments, including the so-called “deal” with Turkey.
On the latter aspect, however, the Renzi government briefly clashed
with the German Chancellor, who championed that deal, on a financial clause that did not concern the migrant reception conditions.
In managing the agreement on Schengen suspension, that includes a strict application of identification and return procedures,
however, members of the Renzi government have often reaffirmed
that Italy’s humanitarian approach would continue and that saving
lives at sea is a moral duty. Moreover, the Renzi government proposed long-term policies to manage the crisis. Being well aware
of the indignation surrounding the existing Turkey deal, expressed
by a number of international organizations like the United Nations
High Commissioner for Refugees and the International Organization for Migration, as well as by non-governmental organizations
(some of which dropped their humanitarian missions in Greece),
the Renzi government advanced policies aimed at mending the deep
roots of migrations by supporting development in origin countries.
At first, Renzi’s proposal was given the thumbs down by European
governments, but was then taken up by the Commission under the
banner of “migration compacts”. In November 2016 the first compact was approved as an agreement with the Lebanese government,
that is limited to covering the costs of aiding Syrian refugees.
Conclusions
Like any other European government, the Italian government continues to struggle to come up with an effective response that could be
regarded with favor by its citizens. A large part of the population, in
Italy as in Europe, embraced the narrative on migration put forward
by populist and anti-migrant parties. The latter pictured migrants as
a threat due to the economic cost of receiving and integrating them
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within the European welfare state, as a serious menace for public
and private safety, and as a violation of the cultural integrity of both
Europe and its countries. At first, the European governments and institutions denied that immigration was a problem and answered by
applying the traditional tools to contain irregular migration. Eventually, they embraced the narrative of the phenomenon as a threat to
the preservation of ordinary European life standards and elaborated
a crisis-management strategy focused on a ban on the entry of illegals and refugees and the financing of detainment facilities outside
of the Union.
Along with this model of crisis management, almost every EU
country adopted ad-hoc domestic policies. Each European government has a different stance on how to respond to the crisis – even
though all of them recognize that the trans-national nature of the
migratory phenomenon and the key questions concerning the opening or the closing of the internal borders and the control of external
borders call for a common management of the crisis. In this context,
Italy has not always kept a line of conduct that abided by the decisions of the European Council and the EU Commission. By launching the Mare Nostrum operation, Italy was in the right from both a
juridical and a humanitarian standpoint. At the same time, the Italian government was permissive regarding the migrants’ aspiration
to reach other European countries and abstained from setting up appropriate identification services for migrants rescued at sea, along
with a quick process for assessing their asylum requests and returning irregulars. Italy became a scapegoat, the thoughtless member
of the Union receiving irregular migrants – thus to be blamed for
endangering the free circulation of persons. The Renzi government,
after realigning Italy to European policies, was able to lower his
citizens’ perceptions of the crisis in the Central Mediterranean, even
as 2016 statistics replicated 2015’s and the ones before the Turkey
deal. Like every other European government, the Italian government adjusts in its own way to Brussels’ crisis-management system,
a system never legitimized by the behavior of those same governments who approved it, with clear negative effects on its efficacy.

13.

The Libyan Case: Reasons
and Limits of the Italian Approach
Arturo Varvelli

Libya has always been a priority in Italian foreign policy. The
rationale behind the link between Tripoli and Rome has been the
same for decades: stability in the Mediterranean region, shared
economic interests, energy dependence and – last, but not least –
migration. The everlasting crisis Libya is going through dictates
Italy a likewise incessant attention towards its former colony. As
previously highlighted in this volume, 2016 was a record year:
165,000 migrants out of 180,000 arrived at the Italian shores from
Libya.
Since the October 2011 overthrow of the Qaddafi regime,
Libya has been alternatively going through phases of conflict and
détente. What happened in 2016 is telling about the evolution of
its crisis: the appointment of a UN-backed presidential council in
Tripoli, back in April; the military defeat of IS in Sirte; the US air
strikes to support the Libyan forces fighting IS – all in all, these
events are something positive. However, General Khalifa Belqasim Haftar’s seizure of the port infrastructure in central Libya
casts a shadow on future scenarios. As Armando Sanguini argued
in Chapter 5, Libya is still torn between a parliament in Tobruk
and the UN-backed presidential council (led by Fayez al-Sarraj)
in Tripoli – the first spark of a Government of National Accord
(GNA). Neither of them can actually govern – they are both held
“hostage” by the militias that support them, controlling different
areas of the country: General Haftar’s in Cyrenaica for the former,
Misrata and Tripoli militias for the latter.
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The Italian government tried to carve out a role for itself, giving
up a mainly reactive approach and pulling strings to endorse the
appointment of the presidential council led by Fayez al-Sarraj. The
Italian Minister of Foreign Affairs, Paolo Gentiloni, visited Tripoli
on 12 April 2016, the first high representative of a Western foreign
government to visit Libya since 2014. Gentiloni’s visit aimed to
consolidate Italy’s role in the Libyan crisis. While it is not possible
to claim that the mission has been accomplished – because in Libya
instability appears to have become endemic, for many reasons – this
is undoubtedly a step forward in the stabilization process. Italy’s
strategy struggled to take off, both because of public declarations by
some members of the Italian government on the country’s willingness to take part in a possible military action (going so far as to provide figures for troops allegedly to be deployed, but without much
detail in terms of objectives and scope of the intervention), and for
the growing pressures from some of its European partners, inclined
towards a more muscular approach, either directly or indirectly, to
Libya’s political problems. The latter are certainly irksome but do
not preclude the possibility of a diplomatic solution.
The Italian diplomatic stance was – and probably still is – rooted
in two considerations that lay the foundations of its political action.
The first one has to do with the perception that a peaceful and longlasting future for Libya can be envisaged only by way of a political
agreement between the parties, and not as a result of an external
military action that would likely generate additional unrest. This
might also hold true when it comes to the fight against IS. Historically, Libya has witnessed a piling up of failed state governments
and a surge of jihadist groups, while at the same time all the actions
that were undertaken in the Middle East (from Afghanistan to Iraq)
in the past 15 years have failed to contribute to the stabilization of
those areas.
The second consideration has to do with realpolitik. Italy’s political, economic-commercial and energy stakes in Libya (as shown
by the recent investments by Eni in the country) are concentrated
in Tripolitania. The region’s coast, moreover, is the main point of
departure for migrants on their way to Italy. It is therefore in Italy’s
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best interest to maintain good relations with those in control of this
part of the country by acting as a mediator and trying to facilitate a
re-composition of the political and military scenario in Libya. In this
view, the Italian position appeared coherent, subordinating any potential military action to an agreement among the parties in conflict
and to the recognition of the new government by the international
community. As a first partial result, Italy can now claim an official
relationship with the UN-backed administration in Tripoli, instead
of the faction linked to former Libya’s General National Congress
affiliated with Islamist groups. However, the agreement negotiated
and backed by the United Nations, and signed in December 2015
in Skhirat, Morocco, that would have recreated the conditions for
a single national unity government, all the while restructuring the
country’s political balance, achieved only partial results. It became
more and more clear that the agreement was the rushed result of
a rough negotiation, and was heavily influenced by several external powers. Soon the country was torn between supporters and opponents of the Fayez al-Sarraj presidential council. The opponents
gathered – at least, partly – in Tobruk and Bayda, where the “old”
institutions have yet to recognize the authority of the nine members
of the presidential council, as requested by the UN. Collegially, the
council takes up the functions of a head of state, but it is rendered
ineffective by an internal opposition, thus impairing the decisionmaking processes and delegitimizing the UN-lead transition process. Meanwhile, General Haftar’s influence upon the Eastern part
of the country grows by the day.
Critics of the “Sarraj operation” are firmly convinced that his
government is nothing but a puppet mastered by the UN. In 2016,
the GNA did not manage to win a confidence vote by the Tobruk
Parliament, as it would have needed for full legitimacy. This is
the reason why al-Sarraj was not (and might never be) able to
make his government effective. Nevertheless, Italy has always
professed confidence in the GNA, being well aware that Haftar’s
appointment in Tripoli was just a first step to be followed by a
series of actions intended to create the conditions for an “autochthonous” stability.
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To clear the ground for this, the Italian government acted along
three main lines: 1) carrying on the political negotiation with all the
parties involved (both locally and not); 2) strengthening al-Sarraj
and the GNA both economically and militarily; 3) constantly looking for a middle ground with the other Western governments, and
especially with the United States – in the latter case with mixed
results. The election of Donald Trump as US President leads to a
number of questions on what the American stance will be.
On the first issue, Italy spent political capital through both official and unofficial channels: hosting summits, carrying on an intense diplomatic activity thanks to the chargé d’affaires stationed
in Tunis, trying to bypass the contrasts between Tobruk and Tripoli
and talking directly to the municipal representatives and members
of the civil society, and letting NGOs actively contribute to mediation among local actors. On this matter, it would suffice to mention
the work of the Community of Sant’Egidio in mitigating the conflicts both between opposite coalitions in the Fezzan region and between two of the most powerful militias in Tripolitania (the Misrata
and Zintan brigades)1.
On the second issue, Italy tried to improve the efficiency of the
government of al-Sarraj. Rome aimed to foster the new government
through better security conditions, especially in Tripoli. Speaking
of which, the efforts by Lieutenant-General Paolo Serra, Senior Advisor to the new Special Representative of the Secretary-General
in Libya, Martin Kobler, were crucial. The Italian government also
hailed al-Sarraj’s decision to create a presidential guard and aided
its formation and, in the framework of EUNAVFOR MED operation Sophia, contributed to a series of training of the Italian Navy
along with the Libyan Navy Coast Guard aboard Italy’s San Giorgio armored cruiser. On the economic side, Rome tried to aid the
GNA in regaining full control of Libyan finances, pressuring the
Central Bank of Libya and the National Oil Corporation to ease the
transit of oil and natural gas funds to support the country’s growth
http://www.santegidio.org/pageID/3/langID/it/itemID/19052/Libia-SantEgidioprima-riconciliazione-tra-Misurata-e-Zintan.html
1
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in such a difficult moment2. Between the end of October and the
first half of November, two meetings, held in Rome and London,
approved the resumption of funding to the Libyan Government with
almost 7 billion euros to provide the GNA with sufficient funds to
pay for wages, security, healthcare, and the restoration of oil wells.
This money made it possible to draft the 2017 budget and establish
a new financial policy. In September, Italy also decided to establish
a military field hospital in Misrata to treat the soldiers employed by
the GNA wounded in the Sirte battle against IS militias: a political
gesture aimed at strengthening the al-Sarraj’s government and offering a tangible sign to Libyan soldiers, and to Misrata’s troops in
particular. The “medical diplomacy” mission was composed of one
hundred or so physicians and two hundred paratroopers of the 186th
Airborne Division Folgore to protect both the medical staff and the
healthcare facilities.
As for the third issue, Italy managed to establish a stable strategic axis with the Obama administration. Over the last year, the
two governments held a series of preventive consultations on every
prospective decision, often managing to set a path for European
countries to follow. As a result, France, Germany, Italy, the UK,
and the US set up an informal contact group and released periodical “joint statements” backing the UN mediation and al-Sarraj. The
international meeting held in Vienna on May 2016, co-chaired by
the US and Italy, tried to give new impetus to the solution of the
Libyan crisis, giving an all-clear to the military effort of the Misrata
militias.
However, the unanimous and official support to the UN mediation from part of the international community was never matched
by an effective and common course of action. The Libyan crisis has
been more and more perceived by international and regional powers as part and parcel of a bigger crisis. Many of these actors kept
supporting one Libyan contender or the other following their own
interests. Rival countries in the region kept carrying their weight,
http://www.ilsole24ore.com/art/mondo/2016-11-10/libia-e-russia-italia-attesa-mossetrump-063845.shtml?uuid=ADOQHqsB
2
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thus hindering the UN initiative. Diverging interests by conservative Arab countries, Egypt, the US, Europe, and Russia gave rise
to contrasts and contradictions.3 The political set-up of the region
remains crucial, and so the power balance amongst the main local
powers – the very reflection of the interest invested in the region by
global powers.
In 2016, the support gained by General Khalifa Haftar from
Egypt, the United Arab Emirates, Russia and France has become
more and more visible. After the news about the killing of a few
French military advisors in July 2016 during a pro-Haftar intelligence operation, France found it particularly difficult to re-balance
its position on the Libyan crisis. This international support, along
with the Libyan citizens’ growing disillusionment towards a UNmediated solution to the conflict, allowed Haftar to shift from an
ambiguous stance towards al-Sarraj (Haftar used to call the ways in
which the presidential council installed its headquarters in Tripoli
“coup-like”, all the while reiterating that he intended to “stay out
of political matters”) to a more hostile one, leading to the expectation that, after conquering the port infrastructure and the oil ports in
the Sirte region, he could lead further military actions to “liberate
Tripoli”4. As of today, it looks like Haftar will be essential to every
negotiation regarding Libya’s future whatsoever.
Here lie the limits of the UN mediation and the Italian stance.
During the last year, a negotiation with Haftar has been proposed
multiple times, at one condition: to accept a role within the UNbacked government while limiting his hegemonic ambitions over
Libya. The events of the last few months of 2016 are making this
option more and more remote, and the international circumstances are weakening the chance of success of such a mediation. Italian ambitions are held back by a crisis in the relationship between
Rome and Cairo (the main supporter of Haftar), because of the Regeni case. It is highly likely that rebuilding a relationship between
http://www.parlamento.it/application/xmanager/projects/parlamento/file/repository/affariinternazionali/osservatorio/approfondimenti/PI0120App.pdf
4
https://www.libyaherald.com/2016/12/14/hafter-calls-on-troops-to-be-ready-toliberate-tripoli/
3
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the East and the West without a strong bond of trust with Abdel
Fattah el-Sisi and his government will be a difficult task for the Italian diplomacy. In the next few months, Rome could turn out to be
even more alone in its attempts, as the new US administration could
stop following the way traced by its predecessor: the US could lose
interest in having a prominent role in this scenario, or they could
be inclined to hand it to Egypt and Russia. This could be cause for
reflection for the new Gentiloni government.
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