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ABSTRACT

This paper discusses how immigration in Italy has become an increasingly structural process, both on a legal level as well as from statistical index, while the role of society has not been equal to this appeal.


The first part analyses legislative development on immigration; the second examines available statistical data.


The conclusions point out the differences between the actual situation, that claims a confident policy of integration, and the attitudes of the population, that are mostly oriented towards closing out new citizens.

Analysis of legal development


Until the ‘70s the attitude towards foreigner was neutral; for some people this was equivalent to curiosity, whereas for others, it meant complete indifference. At this time laws in force for public safety were from 1931 when our country was strictly mono-cultural and prevalently considered the migratory trend a matter of public order.


Italy was a country earmarked for wide-spread emigration; not until the mid-70s, did repatriation exceed expatriation. Flows of transient emigrants (Eastern European refugees going overseas) were registered, as well as a limited flow of workers (mainly female domestic help and relatively few people doing other work).
There were about 300,000 immigrants, mainly European community citizens. There was no law regulating their status, even though this is provided for in article 10 of the Constitution.


In the early ‘80s, awareness of the problem was rising and the first germs of extraneousness also began to appear. The number of immigrants gradually increased, but was still below half a million (450,000) in 1986: this presence was still rather constant and began to be perceived.


After an almost five-year discussion, in December of 1998, law 943 was approved: the first appertaining to immigration. For those times, it could be considered a good law compared to the closed policies of other European countries. It included equal rights for new workers, recognition and preservation of the language and culture heritage and eventually participation on a local level. It also provided for a legalisation of the status of foreigners who had previously entered the country without a permit. Labour market issues, for which there were conflicting opinions, were not confronted. 


From among the first germs of extraneousness during this phase were: the assumption that the hypothesis of returning to the country of origin was deemed normal (the Fund for repatriation was instituted for this purpose), the expression non EU citizens was used in this same law, and there was a lack of any financial backing for reception policies.


The mid-80s until the mid-90s was characterised by emergency conditions. Intervention was deemed necessary but was done without any view to mid- or long-term planning due to a lack of awareness of the structural dimensions of the process. Many legal provisions were not enforced, being almost ineffective.


Landing in Italy became more and more desirable and the approved legislation showed its limitations. In 1989, the murder of an African, Jerry Essan Masslo, in the countryside around Villa Literno showed that public opinion was against racism.


Politicians recognised the need for new legislation. Law 39/90 (known as “Martelli’s law”) was approved by an unswerving, parliamentary majority that included the opposition (which also occurred in 1986). The law was far-reaching, especially with regard to: the treatment of requests for asylum from people from all countries the legalisation of stay, protection and provision for initial though modest financial aid for new arrivals (30 billion per year), the provision for an annual decree concerning the flows, the overcoming of juridical limitations on the subject of self-employment, and legalisation granted to over 200,000 people who had entered our country illegally.


However other factors affected the effectiveness of this law: the shortage of funds (above all, a reduction after three years), the fact of having maintained a direct call from abroad as the only means to enter our country, the ruling about flows that was often conceived as a fulfilment “when all is done”, the restrictive interpretation of the reciprocity paragraph, and the non-involvement of the countries of origin of the immigrants.


In 1995 a closer scrutiny phase began. After a restless route, a law on immigration (40/1998) and the related enforcement regulation were approved. This positive legislative development was not accompanied by increased awareness of public opinion, that was split in half: one part open to the new presence and opportunities it offered; the other part – almost as convinced – closed, as if this presence represented a dangerous invasion, bringing about no benefits.


This period began in 1995 when immigrants exceeded 700,000 in number. The centre-right government at that time tried to pass a very restrictive immigration regulation. The influence of this provision can be found in law 489/95, approved during the Dini government, which contains a very restrictive part concerning expulsions and the reuniting of families (supported by the Lega Nord) and a part that allows for more opportunities concerning health care and legalisation: in the end, only the legalisation section was approved (involving over 200,000 people).


In the following centre-left government, the “Napolitano-Turco” proposal became a law in March of 1998 after a heavy dispute led by the opposition: this was a clear sign that, compared to the past, immigration was no longer a question on which views were shared by a vast political line-up (as in many countries); the attitude of the politicians further divided public opinion.


The new law was based on three pillars: 1. campaign against and repression of clandestine immigration and the exploitation of the flows; 2. 3-year planning by means of a quota system, not depending on unavailability of local labour and feasible through various channels; 3. realistic integration routes for foreigners who are legally present. The legalisation (the fourth, starting from 1986) of a further 250,000 immigrants was added to this. Thus, from 1,250,000 foreigners present in 1998, a total of 1,490,000 was reached at the end of 1999. 


The formulation of the law was realistic and offered marked openings: an immigrant was not reduced to the asset of his arms but set up as a new citizen. Public opinion did not adequately recognise the characteristics of the new flows: structural causes of expulsion in the countries of origin and demographic and occupational reasons in our country, which were clearly indicated in the integration procedure.

Analysis of integration indices


Ten statistical items indicate how immigration already is and that it will increasingly become a structural component of Italian society. These indices are:

· Immigrants are required from a demographic point of view

· They are required by our labour market

· Many of them have been living in the country for a long time

· They are young and a high percentage are women

· Most of them are married

· 50,000 were granted citizenship in the ‘90s

· There is a relevant number of mixed marriages and mixed couples

· More and more have their children living with them

· They show a large capacity to save money through remittance

· There are 100,000 children attending schools

Conclusions


Germany and other countries show that a crucial problem, such as immigration, can only be faced from within a bipartisan logic, according to which the majority and opposition are committed to not idealising it or exploit it for its own propaganda.


Another serious drawback in the Italian situation consists of administrative delays that occur in our country when provisions must be enforced. This is due to the well known deficiencies in the public administration and, in this case, accentuated by the red-hot political climate and the consequent aroused state of the population. At the moment, no law, no matter how valid it may be, could be considered a “totem” able to suitably resolve all of the problems but only a kind of container to dynamically implement concrete choices.


The mood of the population, faced with this relatively new phenomenon, considering the fact that the first law concerning immigration dates back to 1986 (no. 943), is not very comforting. This is easily seen in a series of surveys and polls that point out a feeling of uncertainty and fear (IRP Survey 1998 and North-east Survey Foundation 2000).


The meet the fear and danger of racism we have to create a European space capable not only of exploiting its own cultural heritage without closing itself off to differences but also of supporting each member state.


It is beneficial to repeat that great historical processes can be directed but not suppressed: immigration is one of these processes. Politicians, administrators, opinion makers and other social leaders must yield and exert themselves so that immigration, structurally already our partner, is not divided from society.

