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Cover Story Migrants in Italy

A 

n optimist would 
call the results of  
Italy’s parliamen-
tary elections a 
damning indict-
ment of the politi-
cal classes that have 

governed Italy for a generation. A 
pessimist would call the results a 
shipwreck.

What is not in doubt is that vot-
ers have held politicians responsi-
ble for Italy’s shortcomings, which 
include two decades of economic 
stagnation and waves of illegal 
migration that have left 650,000 
African and Middle Eastern men 
and women stranded in the coun-
try since 2014.

Regardless of which coalition 
ends up ruling Italy, the vote 
will raise the stakes of the coun-
try’s fraught efforts to overhaul 
Europe’s asylum system. Italy, 
being the main arrival point for 
immigrants from Libya, will push 
hardest to reform EU rules, which 
stipulate that asylum seekers must 
be processed in the member coun-
try they first enter.

Uncontrolled immigration is 
tearing Europe apart and voters at 
the coalface in Italy know there is 
no way to assimilate so many peo-
ple of different cultures. With the 
exception of Germany and Sweden, 
no European country has shown 
solidarity with Italy and accepted a 
significant number of refugees.

The recent wave of migration to 
Europe needs to be considered in 
light of stymied living standards 
across Europe, where people have 

been asked to work harder for the 
same wages to compete in a glo-
balised world. This suits Germany 
and Holland, which have capital 
account surpluses, but not Italy.

Italy’s future is jeopardised by 
the lethal combination of four fac-
tors: lack of productivity growth, 
a negative demographic outlook, 
high levels of public debt and a 
political impasse in the eurozone 
that both puts the country at con-
tinuous risk of speculative attacks 
and renders elections superflu-
ous, engendering a sense of loss of 
sovereignty that fuels nationalism 
and populism.

Pervasive corruption and the 
flight of young, educated Italians, 
who have voted with their feet for 
a generation, make for a brittle 
political climate in which blaming 
Africans and Arabs is an easy vote-
winner.

Two parties triumphed in the 
early March elections. The insur-
gent protest Five Star Movement, 
founded by comedian Beppe Grillo 
and political activist Gianroberto 
Casaleggio in 2009, won 33% of the 
vote overall and reached close to 
50% in much of southern Italy.

The party, which says it is the 
only path to cleaning up Italian 
politics, has drawn support from 
both the left and the right over the 
years. Its Neapolitan leader, Luigi 
Di Maio, 31, will have to choose 
between making a deal with dis-
sidents of the humbled centre-left 
Democratic Party of former Prime 
Minister Matteo Renzi on a pos-
sible platform of greater social 

welfare spending, or forging an 
alliance with the right-wing North-
ern League on a platform of tough 
curbs on immigration, higher defi-
cits in defiance of EU budget rules 
and protectionism.

The Northern League was 
transformed by its leader, Matteo 
Salvini, into a far-right nationalist 
party along the lines of France’s 
National Front. It won 18% of the 
vote nationally and emerged as 
the leading conservative politi-
cal force, usurping former Prime 
Minister Silvio Berlusconi’s centre-
right Forza Italia party, which 
polled only 14%, 8 points down 
from 2013. Together, the centre-
right coalition, which includes the 
Northern League, Forza Italia and 
two other smaller, right-wing par-
ties, gained 37% of the vote.

A year ago, Salvini called for a 
“mass cleaning of Italy, street by 
street, neighbourhood by neigh-
bourhood, square by square and 
through the use of force if need 
be.” A former Northern League 
candidate recently open fired on 
immigrants in Macerata.

The anti-fascist organisation 
Infoantifa ECN said there have 
been 142 attacks by neo-fascist 
groups since 2014. The National 
Association of Italian Partisans, 
founded by members of the Italian 
resistance against former dictator 
Benito Mussolini, drew up a list of 
500 internet sites praising fascism 
in Italy. It failed to get the sites 
blocked by authorities.

The Italian state, unlike Germa-
ny’s and much like Austria’s, failed 

to accept responsibility for the ex-
traordinary violence it used when 
colonising Libya in the early 20th 
century and the 750,000 Ethiopians 
killed during its brutal conquest 
and occupation of what was then 
known as Abyssinia from 1936-41. 
The younger generation of Italians 
know nothing of the mustard gas 
used against the Christian people of 
Ethiopia.

The Italian political, bureaucratic 
and financial establishment was 
looking forward to playing its part 
in the long-awaited Franco-German 
initiative on closer eurozone and 
EU integration but the humiliating 
defeat of the Italian centre-right 
(Forza Italia) and centre-left par-
ties, which basically support the 
initiative in Italy, has dashed that 
hope. Another deep concern in 
European capitals is that the Five 
Star Movement has built a sprawl-
ing network of websites and social 
media accounts that spread fake 
news, conspiracy theories and 
pro-Kremlin stories to millions of 
Italians.

For the many illegal immigrants 
living in refugee camps or working 
as virtual slave labourers in farms 
across south Italy, life will become 
more dangerous. No senior political 
voice in southern rim Mediterra-
nean countries will dare speak out 
in their favour. Salvini belongs to 
a growing list of political leaders 
who, like Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan, stir racial hatred 
to win elections. The voices of dia-
logue in the Mediterranean 
are getting fainter.

Pervasive 
corruption and the 
flight of young, 
educated Italians 
make for a brittle 
political climate in 
which blaming 
Africans and 
Arabs is an easy 
vote-winner.

N 

o party or bloc 
came out as an 
outright victor in 
Italy’s elections 
but parties es-
pousing populist 
rhetoric gained 

the most ground.
The Five Star Movement, a 

populist party founded in 2009 by 
a comedian and a web strategist, 
was the single largest vote-getter, 
winning 32% of the vote. The 
largest bloc, however, was the 
centre-right, including the party 
of former Prime Minister Silvio 
Berlusconi and a few of his allies 
on the far right. That bloc won 
37% of the vote.

The surprise was the success of 
the League, the far-right party of 
Matteo Salvini. Formerly known 
as the Northern League, Salvini’s 
party has been characterised 
by racist, anti-immigrant and 
Eurosceptic rhetoric throughout 
the campaign. Salvini’s campaign 
message — “Italians first” —  
echoed Donald Trump’s “America 
first” message that resonated 
with many white Americans in 
2016.

Most polls and analysts had 
predicted Berlusconi’s Forza Italia 
party would win the most votes 
in the centre-right bloc with the 
League close behind but Salvini’s 
party pulled in 17.4% to  
Berlusconi’s 14%.

This means a couple of things. 
First, Berlusconi’s weak showing 
indicates the previously suspect-
ed prospect of a grand coalition 
between centre-left and centre-
right is almost certainly off. It 
does not help that the centre-
left’s leading party — the Demo-
cratic Party — had a poor showing, 
winning less than 20%.

Second, while Berlusconi was 
never going to be prime minister 
due to a court ban on him serv-
ing, he cannot even play king-
maker for a centre-right coalition. 
Should the centre-right somehow 
cobble together a government, 
Salvini would likely be prime 
minister.

“Matteo Salvini’s League 
has openly reinforced its anti-
immigration stance, saying we 
need to stop an ‘invasion’ and 

put ‘Italians first’,” said Fabio 
Bordignon, a political science pro-
fessor at Urbino University. “Fear 
is widespread in Italian society. 
More than 40% of people say that 
‘strangers’ represent a threat to 
public order and people’s safety.”

The election results indicate 
that almost 50% of Italian vot-
ers supported parties espousing 
populist rhetoric. The Five Star 
Movement is a Eurosceptic party 
that has often provided simple 
answers to complex policy is-
sues and made large promises it 
proved unable to keep when in 
office. The League, meanwhile, 
would be a nightmare ruling party 
for immigrants and people of 
colour.

“I really hope they don’t make it 
even more horrible to stay in this 
country,” Ibrahim, a 35-year-old 

Moroccan in Milan told Reuters.
Immigrants regularly complain 

of verbal attacks in Italy and the 
recent campaign was also marked 
by a serious racial issue in the 
central town of Macerata.

After the arrest of a Nigerian 
man suspected of killing an  
Italian girl, a former League can-
didate for local elections drove 
through town shooting at black 
people, wounding six. He draped 
an Italian flag over his shoulders 
and gave a fascist salute to a war-
time statue.

Salvini and his colleagues in 
the centre-right used the incident 
to highlight Italians’ frustrations 
over immigration.

There have been rumours that 
the Five Star Movement and the 
League could form a coalition, al-
though the two groups have little 

in common apart from wanting to 
promote “Made in Italy” products 
and berating establishment po-
litical parties. With immigration 
such a fiery issue, however, there 
is fear that a pair of reactionary 
parties may target society’s most 
vulnerable.

The Five Star Movement has 
flip-flopped on immigration. 
“The Italian ‘third pole,’ repre-
sented by the Five Star Move-
ment, has always expressed a 
very ambiguous attitude regard-
ing the migration issue,” Bor-
dignon said. “It officially wants 
to revise the Dublin regulation 
that states migrants must stay in 
the country in which they first 
landed in Europe and have toned 
back any anti-immigrant or anti-
Muslim policies but it’s also used 
dog whistles in the past that indi-
cate where its true loyalties lie.”

Last summer, Rome Mayor Vir-
ginia Raggi, a Five Star Movement 
member, demanded “a halt” to 
immigrants arriving in Rome.

Should the Five Star Movement 
and the League unite, immigrants 
could face a serious opponent in 
the national government but the 
prospect might be moot given 
that the Five Star Movement has 
vowed not to join other parties in 
coalitions.

“There has been some specula-
tion that the Five Star Movement 
could seek to form a radical, 
Eurosceptic government with 
the anti-immigrant League and 
the right-wing Fratelli d’Italia,” 
said Peter Ceretti, Italy analyst at 
the Economist Intelligence Unit. 
“This is ultimately unlikely, as 
there are vast ideological differ-
ences between these parties and 
it is unclear whether Five Star’s 
voters and its members of parlia-
ment would allow Luigi Di Maio, 
Five Star’s 31-year-old prime min-
isterial candidate, to do a deal 
with established parties.”

The only saving grace for im-
migrants and minorities in Italy 
may be that no government will 
come together with much ease. 
“Regardless of the majority that 
will govern Italy in the months to 
come, it will be very difficult to 
implement a coherent governing 
programme,” Bordignon said.

Populists are the big winners in Italian elections

Election results will make life even more miserable for Italy’s illegal migrants
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Rightward surge. Supporters of populist Five Star Movement 
(M5S) party wait for their leader Luigi Di Maio to arrive at a 
meeting in Acerra, on March 6.                                                              (AFP)
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