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A Lover to Be Ashamed of: Romania in the Eyes of the Italian Political Elites SERGIU GHERGHINA1 Department of Political Science Leiden University



STEFANO BRAGHIROLI2 Centre for the Study of Political Change University of Siena Abstract Two criminal events committed in 2007 by Romanian nationals in Italy triggered tensioned relationships between the two countries. The contemporary use of populist rhetoric in the Italian political debate contrasts sharply with the pre-2007 supportive discourses towards the Romanian accession to the EU. Such positive attitudes of the elite were driven by political reasons, mutual economic benefits, and cultural ties. This article argues that elite discourses adapted to the negative attitudes continuously displayed by the Italian public. By combining process-tracing and descriptive statistics, our study illustrates how the Italian public was highly reluctant about the EU membership of Romanians before 2007. As a result, the shift of attitudes at elite level seems driven by opportunistic reasons. While still praising Romania’s membership as an economic asset and an opportunity for the Italian business, when it comes to immigration, most Italian politicians follow and actively fuel people’s fears rather than contrasting and publicly condemning discrimination and xenophobia. Keywords: Public Opinion, Political Discourse, Immigration, EU Enlargement, Italian-Romanian Relations



Introduction Two criminal events committed in 2007 by Romanian nationals in Italy triggered tremendous use of populist rhetoric in the contemporary Italian political debate. While still praising Romania’s membership as an economic asset and an opportunity for Italian business, many top-level politicians (of both major coalitions) increasingly call for more restrictive measures on Romanian immigration. The emphasis of their discourse falls on the ‘national security’ dimension being based on the constantly growing numbers of Romanian immigrants from a few thousands in the early 1990s to more than one million in 2008 – the largest foreign community in Italy and one of the largest Romanian communities in Western Europe (Drew & Sriskandaraja, 2007). Two years ago, the Minister of Infrastructures, Antonio Di Pietro, suggested collective expulsions and moratorium on the entrance of Romanian immigrants (Angelescu, 2008). These reactions reached extreme policy proposals that openly contradict the European norms. Such attitudes starkly contrast with the substantial support of the Italian officials for the European Union (EU) accession of Romania. For example, in 2006, the Italian Foreign Minister, Massimo D’Alema (2006), summarized the Italian position in these terms: ‘I 1 Postal Address: Leiden University, Office 5A51, Wassenaarseweg 52, 2333 AK, Leiden, The Netherlands, Email Address: sergiulor@ yahoo.com 2
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sincerely hope that Romania will be granted EU membership by the scheduled date, that is, January 1, 2007. The accession of your country represents another step towards the definitive demolition of the artificial divisions which afflicted our continent for more than 50 years’.3 To what extent do these discourse developments of the elites reflect the attitudes of the public? This article illustrates, by examining survey data, that the Italian public had negative attitudes towards Romanians even before the 2007 incidents and argues that it was only a matter of time until the elite discourse followed the same direction. Thus, the shift of the political elite is not necessarily a direct reaction to the criminal acts, but rather an attempt to align to public beliefs. To fulfill our goal, we analyze the attitude of the Italian elites and public towards the EU accession of Romania and use a combination of process-tracing and descriptive statistical analysis. The former is used to substantiate our claims that positive discourses of the Italian elites towards Romania in the pre-EU accession period were mainly driven by shared cultural backgrounds and envisaged positive effects at political level, as well as mutual economic benefits. Descriptive statistics is used to examine the attitudes of the Italians towards the Romanians by using a proxy variable (the willingness to have them in the EU) from the Standard Eurobarometers. Our analysis is particularly challenging and intriguing, given both the lack of recent data and the lack of studies on this topic. Previous research on the relationships between Italy and Romania focused mainly on general discussions of their past, on political decisions after violent incidents, and on extensive descriptions of Romanian migration waves. We complement this literature by providing an analysis of public perceptions. In this respect, our exploratory study sets fruitful grounds for further research. Furthermore, by revealing the congruence between elite and public level attitudes, we expect to contribute to a wider body of literature that addresses not only the behavior of citizens in the host country, but also the expectations of immigrants. The first section includes the basic characteristics of Romanian immigrants in Italy before the 2007 EU accession. The second section discusses the attitudes of Italian elites towards Romania on the background of political, economic, and cultural factors. The third section focuses on people’s feelings, whereas the paper ends with a general discussion and conclusions. The Profile of Romanians in Italy There is a constant growth of the Romanian presence in Italy. In 1990, there were only 8,000 Romanian nationals in Italy; in 2001 they were almost 75,000; in 2008 the number grew to more than one million. The greatest increase took place on the eve of the accession, between 2006 and 2008. In the span of less than two years, the number of Romanian immigrants in Italy almost doubled (from 556,000 to 1,016,000). 2002 represented a crucial year to understand the evolution of Romanian immigration flows. In 2002, the country officially joined the so-called ‘Schengen white list’ and this determined the abolition of visa requirements for short-term stays (up to three months). Romanian citizens willing to spend short periods in one EU member state were no longer required to apply for a visa (EC, 2414/2001). The presence of Romanian immigrants in Italy seems to be concentrated in a few specific areas of the country: the major urban areas of the North and of the Centre (Rome, Turin, and Milan) and the industrial districts of the North-East (Veneto) plus the agricultural areas of the country, characterized by the need of seasonal workers. An example of the fast growth of the number of immigrants in the Southern regions is represented by the case of Puglia, where the Romanian community increased from 4,170 units in 2006 to 25,084 in 2007 (+501%) (Dossier Statistico Immigrazione, 2008). This state of things is also reflected in the words of a Romanian immigrant quoted by Bleahu (2006) “everywhere around Rome you hear people speaking Romanian. I do not even want to mention 3
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Turin; we will become a majority there. Visit any Italian town and it is impossible not to meet Romanians”. The Romanian nationals who reside in the Northern regions of the country account for more than 55% of the total, while in some areas of Mezzogiorno and the Islands the number of Romanian immigrants is almost irrelevant. According to a study commissioned by the Romanian government (Metro Media Trans, 20072008), 72% of the Romanian nationals residing in Italy have a high school degree, 9% of them own the house in which they live, while 90% of them earn, on average, €1,030 per month. It is noteworthy that the employment rate among Romanian immigrants is 13% higher (70.9%) than that of Italian nationals (57.9%) (Caritas Italiana, 2008). Notwithstanding the general high level of education and the increasing economic independence of the Romanian immigrants, most of them still operate in low-skilled sectors (characterized by structural lack of Italian manpower), are often underpaid and experience worse working conditions than their Italian counterparts.4 As in many societies where immigrants receive “second-hand” jobs, the situation in Italy mirrors what commonly people describe as ‘the Romanians come to do the jobs that the Italians do not want to do anymore’. In 2007, one out of five new foreign employed workers was Romanian. Romanian workers are distributed as follows5: one third within the industry (especially the construction sector), half of them in the third sector (domestic assistance, tourism, and external services), and 6% of them in agriculture. A plurality of Romanian women (a quarter) works as caretakers. There is evidence of widespread violations of labor rights and of structural underpayment due to their persistent status of legal informality (Caritas Italiana, 2008). Since 1st January 2007, Romanian nationals can easily seek work in the construction sector, agriculture, domestic work, engineering trades, hospitality industry, trade, tourism and some highly qualified areas. Seasonal work is also covered by the facilitated procedures, while for the rest of the occupations, the transitional arrangements are applied (EUBusiness, 2007). The Italian Minister for Social Solidarity stated that the partial liberalization of access to the labor market ‘would cover the majority of Romanians already in Italy who have been hitherto subject to restrictions as nonEU members’ (Traser, 2008). This move by the Italian government might well be seen as a sort of regularization program as it basically legalizes the presence of Romanian workers. In this respect, it is important to mention that the Romanian community is reported to contribute to 1.2% of the economic growth of the country, thereby confirming its relevance in the economic life of the country. At a glance, the Romanian community in Italy seems well-structured internally and organized at both individual and informal (friend/family networks) and collective/formal levels (association networks). As reported by Bleahu (2006), “many Romanians leave for Italy packed with phone numbers of as many relatives or friends as possible” who are supposed to provide essential support and assistance to the newcomers. This seems to stem from the specific nature of migration phenomena in which family ties play a fundamental role. The presence of relatives or friends in a specific city is a crucial factor for those who decide to emigrate. Often the migration process follows a serial pattern: first, a few go and see, then the others follow. In many cases, almost entire villages move to the same city or neighbourhood, thereby replicating their domestic social structures in the new environment and creating compounded and detached (origin-defined) subcommunities. At the collective level, a complex network of associations, groups, churches, and even political parties constantly support (and to a certain extent favor) integration into the new society. These activities reduce the risk of marginalization and contrast prejudices and racial discrimination. The local leaders of the community, often Romanian priests operating in Italy, are often considered 4 This state of things, often tolerated by the public authorities, makes it very convenient for Italian businessmen to recruit Romanian workers. The conditions of the recruitment are often agreed in an informal way (sometimes on a daily/weekly basis) between the employer and the worker (see Reyneri, 2007). 5 We took into account only the official numbers, data about immigrants working on the black market are not available.



8 | JSRP



Sergiu Gherghina & Stefano Braghiroli



by the local authorities as bridging figures between immigrants and the Italian institutions. The increased involvement of the Romanian Church in the coordination and support of the immigration flows (Iordache, 2008) is not reduced to the religious assistance, but often involves material help to the immigrants. A second case that deserves to be discussed is the remarkable diffusion of Romanian newspapers printed in Italy (Zanda, 2007). The Romanian network benefits from the existence of two successful newspapers, Gazeta Românească (weekly edition starting 2001) and Ziarul Românesc (both weekly and monthly editions), having between 14,000 and 56,000 printed copies/month. Additionally, Romanians created political organizations aimed to represent them within the Italian institutions. The major Romanian political party in Italy is The Romanian Identity – Party of the Romanians of Italy6 established in 2006. The statute of the party claims that “protecting the rights of the Romanian community in Italy represents the party’s primary concern and the reason behind its establishment”.7 In three years the party has spread throughout the Penisola and now counts eight regional offices in the areas marked by the largest Romanian presence and more than 50 local committees, four of which are based in Rome. The political relevance of the party and its electoral weight have increased, an indicator of this fortunate trend being the alliance agreed upon at local level with Berlusconi’s Forza Italia (Massai, 2008). When it comes to the political weight of particular Romanian personalities, a noteworthy case is that of Ramona Badescu, a famous Romanian actress active in Italy and honorary member of the Romanian party, who ran for the local elections in Rome, supporting the candidate mayor of the centre-right, Gianni Alemanno.8 Two criminal events committed in 2007 by Romanian nationals in Italy have created tensions between the Romanian community and the Italian public and have fueled a new wave of populist discourses among the political elites who increasingly profited from deeply rooted fears among the population. Since immigration represents a relatively recent phenomenon in Italy, the public seems to adopt the easy conceptual shortcuts to understand it. One of the most common is a distinction between “us” and “them” based on the idea that immigration represents a potential source of problems (criminality, social desegregation, unemployment, etc.). Data on foreign crime in Italy show a different reality: in 1996 the Romanians represented only 6.4% of all foreign nationals reported to the judicial authorities for having committed a crime; the percentage grew to 22.1% in 2001, just one year before the country joined the “Schengen white list” (L’Istituto Nazionale di Statistica, 2001).



Pre-2007 Elite Attitudes and their Sources “If we were all to be locked in a dark room, and in the dark each of us were to be asked to express ourselves on the enlargement of the European Union, I would be the only one to say yes” (BBC Monitoring International Reports, 2002), the former German Chancellor, Helmut Kohl, liked to repeat. If the discussion would have been over the Romanian membership, the Italian Prime Minister would have almost certainly joined him, saying a convinced Sì. The Italian political elites have traditionally shown positive attitudes towards Romania, Italy being one of the earliest and most committed supporters of Bucharest’s European ambitions. The support emerged among the political stakeholders seems to stem from political, economic, and cultural reasons (Fossati, 2008). First, Romania’s membership may be seen as a further step towards the stabilization of 6



The original name is Identità Romena – Partito dei Romeni d’Italia / Identitatea Românească – Partidul Românilor din Italia.
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The statute is available at www.identitatearomaneasca.it/it/statuto.html.



8 Considering Alemanno’s strong stances towards immigration and his xenophobic and populist claims during the electoral campaign, Ramona Badescu’s decision to support Alemanno and her successive appointment as the Mayor’s advisor has provoked strong criticisms from pro-immigrants groups and NGOs. After Alemanno’s electoral success, Ramona Badescu has been appointed as “Advisor for the relationship with the Romanian community” in July 2008 (see also Popham, 2008).
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the Balkans which represents a region of strategic relevance for Italy. Second, Italy represents Romania’s major economic partner. Third, Italy and Romania share strong cultural and historical ties. Each of these is approached in the following sub-sections.



A gate to stability From an Italian perspective, Romania’s membership negotiations and its final accession in 2007 represented a crucial phase for the relations between the two countries and for its successive developments. At the elite level, Romania’s EU membership has represented an enduring priority and a key interest for the political and economic leadership of the country. From the very beginning of the membership talks in the mid-1990s, all Italian governments, regardless of their partisan color, actively supported Bucharest’s efforts (De Giovannangeli, 2007). If we look at the active role played by Italy in the years preceding Romania’s accession, we can easily assess the existence of a special commitment towards a successful completion of the negotiations. Illustrative for this support are the words of Massimo D’Alema (2006):



Romania’s membership will finally contribute to reshape the EU’s foreign action in the direction of a greater awareness of the strategic relevance of the South-Eastern region of our continent, thereby playing an active role in the stabilization and in the rapid development of that area. As you know, the Balkan region represents a long-standing priority for the Italian foreign policy. In this sense, we have fruitfully and closely cooperated with Romania in that area, both at bilateral and multilateral levels. [...] I firmly believe that our common Latin roots will be fundamental to elaborate a common vision of Europe’s interests and priorities.



Silvio Berlusconi, the leader of the largest Italian opposition party at that time (Forza Italia), similarly emphasized the common interests and the special partnership between the two countries: “we are convinced of the necessity for Europe to extend its borders to the Balkan countries, to Bulgaria and Romania”. He then added that “[Italy] will continue to cooperate closely with Romania as far as its accession to the European Union is concerned and (beyond)” (Associated Press, 2005).



The economic ties Apart from the above mentioned involvement of the Romanian workforce in the Italian economy, there are Italian firms that heavily invested in Romania. To assess the economic significance of the relationship, we limit our discussion to the post-communist period9 that witnesses an increasing role of the Italian capitals in Romania and the presence of well-established commercial flows between the two countries. Following the successive waves of privatizations and reforms in the late 1990s and early 2000s, Romania became the largest investment destination of the Italian capitals in Central and Eastern Europe. Some figures better explain the relevance of this phenomenon; the number of Italian societies based in Romania reached in 2007 more than 7,500 units and the number was growing. Analogously, Italy represents by far the first economic partner of Romania. 9 During the final decades of the 19th century Italian workers and businessmen contributed significantly to the development of newly independent Romania. Just to mention an example, more than 2000 Italian workers participated at the construction of the King Carol I bridge in Cernavodă. The bridge became the longest bridge in Europe and the third in the world and was finally inaugurated in 1895.
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The value of Italian export flows in Romania increased to €5.5 billion in 2006 (+18,62% compared to 2005), while the value of imports from Romania equaled €4.3 billion (+5,93%, the highest increase since 2000). Overall, the trade balance has traditionally been in favor of Italy, thus strengthening the perception of Romania being an asset for Italy. Italian businesses lead in some crucial sectors of the country’s economy, such as banking (UniCredit group has more than 50,000 clients in Romania) and energy sectors (i.e. Ansaldo Energia and ENEL). Moreover, the favorable conditions due to lower labor costs and fiscal burdens, and limited sindicalization of the labor market favored a progressive process of delocalization of many small and mid-sized Italian enterprises, which relocated their production units from the most industrialized regions of the Penisola (i.e. Veneto, Lombardy, Piedmont, etc.) to Romania (Ministero degli Afarri Esteri, 2007). The highest number of Italian enterprises is based in the Western part of the country, in Transylvania. If we were to consider solely the Timişoara district (often referred to as the Romanian Padua), the number of Italian factories operating there equals 1,200 units (2004 estimates), mainly specialized in the textile and leather sectors (Iordache, 2004).10



The cultural and historical connections From a cultural point of view, the relationship between the two regions can be historically traced back to the Roman conquest of Dacia achieved by Emperor Trajan between 101 and 106 AD. Under the auspices of the Roman Empire, the two regions shared common destinies until the partition of the Empire in the 4th century AD and developed close cultural and economic ties that lasted and evolved throughout the centuries until the end of World War II (Hösch, 2004). Since 1945, the beginning of the Cold War and the division of Europe into conflicting blocks drastically downsized the relevance of the process. In the aftermath of WWII, only 8,000 Italians remained in Romania and the number decreased following the nationalization of the private properties undertaken by the communist elites and the successive obligation of becoming Romanian citizens or leaving the country (Caritas Italiana, 2008). The collapse of Communism and the successive process of liberalization determined a fast restructuring of the historical ties further fostered by Romania’s European ambitions. The 1991 Romanian Constitution (Article 62.2) granted the Italian community the status of national minority and recognized its right to elect one representative to the national Parliament (Paskal, 1997). More generally, it seems important to emphasize the key relevance and particular significance of the common Latin roots and of the shared sense of latinitas. The latter appears particularly strong in Romania as it has been adopted over the centuries as a distinctive trait of the Romanian national identity and played a crucial role in the state-building process during the last decades of the 19th century. The cultural distinctiveness of the country has been fostered over the centuries by its particular geographical position as a Latin island in a Slavic sea.11 One practical consequence of these cultural and historical developments is represented by the Romanians’ capacity to easily learn other neo-Latin languages, which is one of the key reasons explaining the massive Romanian presence in Italy and Spain.



10 The process of delocalization of many Italian companies produced growing unemployment and generated growing frustration and resentment among the Italian workers who perceive these measures as direct challenges to their economic wealth and labor stability (see Randazzo, 2003). 11 Noteworthy is the key significance (both cultural and national) of the symbols linked to the Roman past such as Emperor Trajan and Capitoline Wolf. The former is considered as a sort of national hero. Trajan is one the four national heroes mentioned by name in Romania’s national anthem which solemnly declares “Now or never let’s give proof to the world / that in these veins still flows a Roman blood / that in our chests we still maintain our pride in a name / The victor in his battles, the name of Trajan!”. The fact that “Traian” is a very common name in Romania confirms the high popularity of the Emperor which defeated the Dacians and Romanized the region. Another important symbol of latinitas is represented by the Capitoline Wolf. In the aftermath of WWI, the Italian state made a gift to Romania of five copies of the Capitoline Wolf. One copy was sent to the Roman Square in Bucharest, a second one to Cluj, a third to Chişinău, a fourth to Timişoara and a fifth to Târgu-Mureş. They symbolized the unity of Romanians from all parts of the country and their latinitas.
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Attitudes of the Public Following the arguments presented in the previous section, the positive attitudes of elites towards Romania have solid grounds. They originate in a combination of historical legacies and pragmatic approaches towards politics and economy. Regarding the latter, good relationships offered numerous benefits to the Italian companies that either invested in Romania or used workforce. These perspectives are not shared by the Italian population. We use Standard Eurobarometers to assess the willingness of Italian citizens to welcome Romania in the EU. We account for the last two years before accession as this period coincides with some of the most supportive discourses from elites. We analyze the Eurobarometers no. 64.2 (October-November 2005) and no. 66.1 (September-October 2006) to evaluate whether Italians are in favor of Romania becoming part of the EU. In doing so, we select the item where respondents are literally asked this question (QA 44 for 2005 and QA 33 for 2006). Table 1 displays the feelings of citizens from the old member states (EU 15) towards the Romanian accession. These data allow us to analyze the attitudes of Italians in a European context. Three general points must be emphasized before tackling the particular Italian attitudes. First, there is a trend towards higher opposition as the accession moment approaches. On average, most support rates decrease from one year to another (with a margin of error included in our evaluations), whereas disapproval rates increase. More and more European citizens become reluctant. In this context, the second point may add significantly to this picture: more than one third of the countries (six out of 15) have constant negative values in their population perceptions towards Romania. Great Britain and Ireland dramatically change after one year (see columns 3 and 5 of table 1), whereas discrepancies between percentages of positive and negative attitudes towards the Romanian accession increase from 2005 to 2006 in most of the six countries. At the same time, even strong supporters of Romanian accession (i.e. Greece and Spain) register decreasing rates of support and increas ing disapprovals. Third, looking at distribution of support, we can identify a general trend of countries that later joined the EU to be more supportive towards the accession of a new member state. Table 1: EU1512 countries Support for Romanian accession



Country France Belgium The Netherlands Germany Italy Luxembourg Denmark Ireland Great Britain Greece Spain Portugal Finland Sweden Austria



For (%) 41 47 50 35 37 38 49 44 41 68 46 42 47 67 16



2005 Against (%) 46 48 40 60 50 52 40 29 36 30 25 30 46 21 73



For (%) 40 46 47 32 35 38 55 36 31 64 41 42 49 67 21



2006 Against (%) 49 50 44 61 51 53 36 38 51 35 29 33 45 21 72



Source: EB 64.2 and 66.1 data. 12 We selected EU15 as the level of support for Romania’s accession in the 10 new member states is very high, comparable only with what Greece displays among the old member states. By using only the old member states we provide a better ground for comparison among countries that created the EU and built it during decades.
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In this environment, data provide evidence for very unfavorable sentiments of the Italian public towards Romania's membership. When asked whether they support Bucharest’s European ambitions, 37 percent in 2005 and 35 percent in 2006 answered positively, whereas 50 percent of the 2005 and 51 percent of the 2006 samples claimed to be against it. The level of support in Italy appears low and only three other countries display lower percentages of positive attitudes: Austria (16 percent in 2005, 21 percent in 2006), Germany (35 percent in 2005, 32 percent in 2006), and Great Britain (41 percent in 2005, and 31 percent in 2006). All these countries are marked by a strong Romanian presence along with Spain and Hungary (Drew & Sriskandarajah, 2006). Going back to the cultural connections with Romania, Italy displays the lowest rate of support among the other Latin countries that are part of the EU. France, Portugal and Spain are stronger supporters of Romania’s accession, the latter being also the country with a massive presence after the enlargement. Moreover, we also test if the Italians are overall skeptical regarding the admission of new countries. Table 2 includes their attitudes over countries that were planned for the 2007 accession (Bulgaria and Romania), Western countries that did not want to join the EU (Switzerland, Norway, and Iceland), countries that are recognized as official candidates (Croatia, Turkey, and Macedonia), and countries that are potential candidates in the future (Albania, Serbia, Ukraine, and Bosnia). The increasing lack of support observed from one year to another can be clearly identified in the particular case of Italy, with negative attitudes towards all potential candidate countries, including those from Western Europe. However, the accession of the latter is the only case where the percentage of positive attitudes exceeds the percentage of negative attitudes. These countries comply with the requirements of the EU and Italians are aware that they are out only because they want to. As a result, they do not consider that the presence of these three countries may represent a negative asset for the EU. As percentages indicate, Italians are equally reluctant regarding the admission of Bulgaria and Romania, half or more than half considering that the accession of these countries is not a good thing, whereas less than four out of ten Italians consider the accession of the two to be a positive asset. Surprisingly, the percentages reflecting attitudes on Croatia and Ukraine’s accessions are very close to those displayed for Romania and Bulgaria. Moreover, the attitudes towards Croatia are more positive than for any of those countries that were to become certain members in less than four months following the date of the survey. Ukraine performs better than Romania in the eyes of Italians, the positive attitudes being higher for the former than for the latter. As one would expect, the positive attitudes towards Turkey, an intensely debated case, and potential candidate countries, are very scarce. Therefore, Romanians perform worse in the Italian eyes than countries that have an insecure future in the EU.



Table 2: Italy’s support towards (potential) candidate states



Country Romania Bulgaria Switzerland Norway Iceland Croatia Ukraine Turkey Albania Serbia Macedonia Bosnia



For (%) 37 38 73 69 63 45 39 29 28 29 30 32



2005 Against (%) 50 47 17 20 23 41 47 55 58 54 53 52



For (%) 35 39 70 66 60 43 36 26 27 29 31 29



Source: EB 64.2 and 66.1 data.



2006 Against (%) 51 47 21 24 27 45 51 60 60 57 54 56
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As evidence from both tables indicates, public attitudes do not correspond to elite declarations of support for the Romanian accession. The political, economic, and cultural connections do not make a difference at public level where support towards Romania is the lowest when compared to support towards Bulgaria, Croatia, or Ukraine. Moreover, among the countries with the same Latin origins, Italians are the most reluctant regarding Romania’s accession and among the EU15 only three countries exceed their negative attitudes. Given this situation, let us take a close look at what happens in the aftermath of accession. Discussion This article revealed two different trends in the Italian-Romanian relations preceding the 2007 EU enlargement when Romania was granted full membership. The years before the EU accession were characterized by a sharp contradiction in terms of attitudes. On the one hand, we have emphasized how the positive attitudes of the Italian political elites towards Romania were based on political reasons, mutual economic benefits, and shared cultural background. The existence of a traditionally strong relationship between the two countries has been consolidated and strengthened by recent mutual economic interests. At the beginning of the accession process, in the eyes of the Italian political and economic elites, Romania represented an asset of primary importance whose full integration into the Euro-Atlantic sphere represented the most solid guarantee for the Italian interests in the Balkan country. Romania constitutes Italy’s first economic partner in South-Eastern Europe and a myriad of Italian companies are successfully operating in the country. These aspects, along with the cultural and historical closeness, clearly explain the bipartisan support for Romanian EU membership registered at the political level on the eve of the 2007 enlargement. Moreover, the consolidation of a strategic partnership with Rome was perfectly functional to Romania’s interests, not only for economic reasons, but also given the need of EU sponsors for the successful completion of the membership negotiations. As nicely put in the title, the relationship between the two countries can be described as based on mutual convenience, where cultural ties matter, but economic interests matter even more. To the Italian politicians, this seemed a more than valid reason to support Romania’s European ambitions as witnessed by the enthusiastic support of both Prodi and Berlusconi’s governments. On the other hand, we looked at the sentiments of the Italian public towards Romania. Such attitudes are formed in the presence of Romanian immigrants, but unlike political elites, regular people lack the necessary information to assess the benefits that good relationships with a foreign country could entail for their domestic economy. What clearly emerges in the pre-2007 period is a wide gap between political stakeholders and the general public. The former are clearly more supportive, mainly for economic and strategic reasons, the latter more skeptical, due to widespread fears primarily related to transnational crime and growing immigration (often seen as a threat).13 The Eurobarometer data confirmed this state of things, depicting the Italian public as strongly opposed to the enlargement. On the other hand, while less than one third of Italians were in favor of the Romanian membership, there was only a handful of minor xenophobic or neo-fascist parties which endorsed and fueled the public’s fears. The discrepancies between public and elite attitudes are striking and indicate consistency between what the Italian public felt before and after the Romanian accession. In view of these arguments, a logical connection may be established between the negative opinions on Romania and the change observed at the political elite level after the critical juncture moment (i.e. 2007). In the aftermath of the enlargement, the top-down gap significantly narrowed. The actual behavior of the political stakeholders changed a lot. The low rates of criminality among Romanian 13 In a survey conducted in Turin in 2007 on a probabilistic representative sample, we have noticed that these factors are key determinants for anti-migration attitudes of the Italian public.



14 | JSRP



Sergiu Gherghina & Stefano Braghiroli



immigrants – similar to those of other immigrants – cannot represent causes of such a shift. For example, in 2008 the Romanian regular immigrants represented roughly 30% of the foreign residents and the Romanian prison population accounted for only 14% of the total. In 2010, the Romanians condemned for crimes represent only 0.2% of the total Romanian immigrants in Italy (Ministero della Giustizia, 2010). At the same time, none of the conditions triggering positive attitudes (political, economic, and cultural) altered. Instead, it can be argued that they follow the opinion of their voters. Elite’s recent attitudes seem indeed driven by opportunistic reasons. While still praising Romania’s membership as an economic asset and an opportunity for the Italian business, when it comes to immigration, most of the Italian politicians find it easier to follow (and sometimes to actively fuel) people’s most ancestral fears, rather than to contrast and publicly condemn discrimination and xenophobia. Unless assuming such a drastic change, we should expect greater governmental commitment to integration of foreign newcomers and to the citizenry’s civic awareness, following the drastic increase in the number of immigrants experienced by the country in the last decades. There are opposite developments characterized by growing and widespread neglect towards positive actions favoring immigrants’ effective integration within the hosting community. The new tendency is witnessed by the constant reduction of the share of public money invested to promote integration and by the growing securitization of Romanian immigration promoted through an increasingly populist rhetoric accompanied by controversial measures often in contrast with the European norms, such as collective expulsions of Romanian immigrants. What seems clear is that this new political tendency cannot be reduced to a short-term consequence of the recent electoral developments but represents itself a more stable course. The ‘bipartisan’ nature of the new trend is confirmed by the recent decrees approved by the new Berlusconi government, which just ‘update’ measures adopted and implemented by the previous center-left government (pacchetto sicurezza) following the murder of Giovanna Reggiani. The emerging picture is therefore generally blurred with dark-grey nuances. The elites seemed to have adopted a functionalist strategy – that did not change its character following Romania’s accession – but which seems to have a clear dividing line in 2007. Before that moment, the functional priority of the Italian stakeholders was clearly to grant Romania full support for the EU membership in order to maximize economic/diplomatic assets for Italy; this had to be pursued even ignoring voters’ opposition. Once Bucharest was granted a place in the club, the ‘functional’ priority of the Italian elites seemed to have changed. After having opened the door to ‘their lover’, they seem to be ashamed of it in public. The priority of most Italian political elites appears to be the maximization of public support. They do so by adopting populist claims and following citizens’ attitudes rather than shaping their opinions. This is particularly evident with respect to the Romanian immigration as there seems to be a ground for competition among political elites to grant voters’ support in a relatively ‘cheap’ way. Our study is mainly exploratory, its focus being on the two different approaches noticed within the Italian society towards the largest group of immigrants in the recent history. Further research may analyze the reasons behind the Italian public’s attitudes and thus shed light on the apparent dilemma that Romanians in Italy face: if their people are connected for centuries by cultural and political traditions, what is the explanation for contemporary tensioned relationships on the Italian territory? In this respect, it can explain the general public’s varying degree of tolerance towards immigrants through socio-demographic background and political opinions. Regardless of government’s commitment to proactive actions aimed at facilitating intercultural integration, citizens’ level of education coupled with an active and satisfying professional life may contribute to a better understanding of others’ cultures and traditions. Both education and professional life imply by definition a high level of interpersonal interaction which provides fertile ground for higher awareness and greater tolerance towards otherness. Usually, respondents less involved in interpersonal contacts and less exposed to social and cultural diversity tend to display the strongest negative attitudes towards immigrants.
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