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From Renzi with Love:
Italy’s Constitutional Referendum
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Regardless of its outcome, the Italian constitutional referendum will affect Italy’s position within
the EU. Prime Minister Matteo Renzi proposes to simplify the legislative process by stripping
the Senate of most its role in the law-making process whilst boosting the power of the executive
branch. Voters will have the opportunity to decide whether to approve or decline these substantial
constitutional changes on December 4, 2016, in the third constitutional referendum of the country’s
history. The aim of this paper is to analyse the proposed bill and offer a prognosis of both
the outcomes of the referendum in terms of Italy’s position within the EU before the 60th
anniversary of the Rome Treaty in March 2017.
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The Renzi-Boschi reform1

examine a bill and decide whether to propose
changes (which would subsequently have to be
done in 30 days), which the Chamber of Deputies

In the present system, representatives of both the
Chamber of Deputies and the Senate

2

will have the liberty to take into account or not if

are elected

an absolute majority decides so;

simultaneously to 5-year terms. Both must approve any


piece of legislation and the Government, being responsible

the second case applies to the limited instances of

This “perfect

the ratification of EU treaties, Senate affairs,

bilateralism” of the Parliament is on the chopping block,

territorial divisions of Italy and the organization of

as the constitutional amendment proposes to considerably

popular consultations such as referendums. In this

decrease both the number of seats and powers of

case the existing bicameral procedure shall be

the Senate. The latter would lose 220 of its current

used, with a bill still requiring both houses’

315 seats, and the Government no longer need its

approval.

to both houses, must get their

confidence 3.

confidence. Opponents to the project claim it amounts to
a pseudo-abolishment of the Senate, given that its
95 senators would be elected by the Regional Councils
instead of the current direct vote by universal suffrage.
At the same time, according to the new electoral law of
6 May 2015 4, No. 525, dubbed “Italicum”, the party that
reaches a 40 % threshold of votes in the first round (or wins
the majority of the second round) will automatically
be attributed 54 % of the seats in the Chamber of Deputies.
Therefore, the combination of a referendum win for Renzi
and the effects of the Italicum electoral law would largely

The proposed reform also plans that only two judges
to the Constitutional Court would be elected by the Senate,
leaving the remaining three to be elected by the Chamber
of Deputies. Moreover, the National Council for Economics
and Labour, a constitutional entity providing economic and
social legislation, would be abolished. Its members, as of
now representatives of the public and private sector, NGOs
and experts on economic and social matters, would lose
both

their

competence

to

express

the entity’s opinion and to propose

(upon

request)

laws6.

increase the power disparity between the houses but also
significantly increase the power of the majority party that
the Prime Minister represents.
The constitutional amendment, if approved, would
create two distinct legislative procedures:


a unicameral procedure, under which the Chamber
of Deputies would adopt bills and the Senate
remain a mainly consultative body. Used anytime
the Constitution does not call for a special
procedure, the Senate would have only 10 days to

1

Weighing the pros and cons: an Italian
political system in need of reform?

Named the «Renzi-Boschi reform», after Prime Minister Renzi and
Maria Elena Boschi, Minister for Constitutional Reforms and
Relations with the Parliament.
2
The Senate is the Upper House by virtue of its President standing
in for the President of the Republic if the latter is incapacitated.
3
Constitution of the Italian Republic. Senato della Repubblica.
[online]. Available (Italian) at: https://www.senato.it/1024 and
(English)
https://www.senato.it/documenti/repository/istituzione/costituzion
e_inglese.pdf

As argued by the Renzi camp, overcoming Italian
bicameralism would not only substantially diminish the costs
of the Italian legislative affairs, but would also ensure
a more rapid and effective decision-making in Parliament.
With a Chamber of Deputies responsible for providing its

4

Which entered into force.
LEGGE 6 Maggio 2015, n. 52. Gazzetta ufficiale della Repubblica
Italiana. [online]. Available at:
http://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/atto/serie_generale/caricaDettaglio
Atto/originario?atto.dataPubblicazioneGazzetta=2015-0508&atto.codiceRedazionale=15G00066&elenco30giorni=true
6
La riforma costituzionale: Testo a fronte con la costituzione
vigente. Servizio Studi della Camera dei deputati. [online]. Available
at: http://documenti.camera.it/leg17/dossier/pdf/ac0500n.pdf
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confidence to the Government and a Senate more narrowly

with the people’s choices’, but following a process that still

tailored

needs

remains unclear. Contrary to the reform’s avowed desire to

of municipalities and regions, the legislative procedure

simplify the legislative process, the opposition points out

would become quicker and more efficient. The electoral

that the two procedures would complicate the system, and

reform would also enhance potential citizen participation:

because of various exceptions, none of the two proposed

the Parliament will be obliged to discuss and vote on any

law-making systems may match the needs of speed and

legislation proposed by 150 000 voters, and opens up

efficiency that the reform intends to achieve. Thus, rather

the possibility of two extra types of referenda (directly

than providing simplification, such system may prove to be

proposing and addressing laws).

both institutionally unstable and ineffective, and even

to

represent

the

requests

and

achieve the opposite objectives than planned for.

“Such a possibility, together with a more
powerful executive branch, will ensure that
local actors are reinforced as stakeholders in
devising and implementing EU policies in and
for their regions.”

“As the opposition concludes, the joint
action of the electoral law Italicum and the
constitutional amendment would, in the name
of ‘governability’, result in a weakening of the
representativeness of the Parliament.”

The mayors and municipal councillors acting as
Senators could directly intervene into the legislative process

Moreover, this concentration of power in the hands of

municipalities. Such a possibility, together with a more

the Parliament and thus undermine its political plurality,

powerful executive branch, will ensure that local actors are

especially since the new electoral law plans that 54 %

reinforced as stakeholders in devising and implementing EU

of the seats in the Chamber of Deputies would be assigned

policies in and for their regions. Thus, Italy’s reformed

to the list with more than 40 % of the votes. In effect,

Parliament could ensure better participation to the EU in

the largest political minority would be assigned a majority

proposing, discussing and implementing the decisions and

of the seats. Thus, the Parliament would be largely reduced

avoiding unnecessary

On the other hand, as the main opponents to
the proposal point out, overcoming the Italian ‘perfectly
symmetric’ bicameralism and replacing it by what is dubbed
‘imperfect monocameralism’ could potentially lead to grave
and lasting imbalances of the political system. First of all,
instead of abolishing the Senate, which would lead to true
monocameralism, the new Senate would be elected by
Regional Councils rather than by citizens, all in ‘conformity

Referendum Costituzionale 2016: le Ragioni del Sì. Basta un Sì.
[website]. Available at: http://www.bastaunsi.it/le-ragioni-del-si/
8
Un monocameralismo imperfetto per una perfetta autocrazia.
Luigi Ferrajoli for Libertà e giustizia. [online]. Available at:
http://www.libertaegiustizia.it/2016/06/25/un-monocameralismoimperfetto-per-una-perfetta-autocrazia/
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branch

would

facto

the

sanctions7.

executive

de

of matters relevant to the representativeness of regions and

marginalize

to a mere cosmetic body with a reversed principle
of confidence: it will have to ‘earn’ and maintain the
confidence of

a

much

more

powerful Government

(or namely Prime Minister), in order not to risk its
dissolution and/or non-re-election. As the opposition
concludes,

the

Italicum and the

joint

action

constitutional

of

the

electoral

amendment

law

would,

in

the name of ‘governability’, result in a weakening of
the representativeness of the Parliament.89

9

Il documento dei 56 costituzionalisti sulla riforma costituzionale.

Comitato per il No. [online]. Available at:

http://www.comitatoperilno.it/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/ILDOCUMENTO-DEI-56-COSTITUZIONALISTI-SULLA-RIFORMACOSTITUZIONALE.pdf
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Prognosis of both the outcomes

A Yes victory could finally grant Renzi a stronger
position within the EU negotiations, where his voice would

The Renzi government has been seeking, ever since

represent that of a reformed country, eager to commit itself

its formation, for the full implementation of the new

to its duties towards the Union, with Renzi perhaps under

electoral law and to push constitutional reform forward.

less domestic pressure to take a strong stance on the EU.

A success in the referendum will highlight that the country

Moreover, as seen during his visit to the U.S. 11, support

is finally open to self-reflection and eager for reform.

for Obama granted Renzi not only an official endorsement

It would also concentrate more power in the hands of the

of his proposal, but a ‘role-yielding’ state dinner, during

executive, while the reformed Chamber of Deputies will be

which the US President made it clear that Renzi has

under increasing pressure, in the unicameral procedure,

emerged as a possible successor in his liberal legacy

to efficiently act on legislation. Hopefully, the much-needed

on the global stage. Renzi’s support for strong transatlantic

stabilization of the political apparatus would be secured by

ties and cooperation in addressing migration issues and

making decision-making less complicated, together with

European stability pushed him into a possible leading

a Senate-supervised

position in countering the same nationalist and anti-trade

monitoring

of

the

demands

of

municipalities and regions.

forces that have elected Donald Trump 12 , and a win
in a referendum, which always represents a very tricky step
for any politician, would only reinforce his stature.

“Hopefully, the much-needed stabilization
of the political apparatus would be secured by
making decision-making less complicated,
together with a Senate-supervised monitoring
of the demands of municipalities and regions.”

A No victory could, apart from harming Renzi
politically, lead to political instability and as expressed
by the US ambassador to Italy

13

, also be tied into

the narrative of the weakening of European cohesion.
The country’s ‘no change’ stance would act as a historical
reminder of its unwillingness to reform the Constitution
and the bicameral system, postponing such proposals to

Former President Giorgio Napolitano, who was
historically re-elected in 2013 after a political and economic
crisis of the country, has endorsed the proposal 10. In fact,
his calls for unity, sense of responsibility and for
the strengthening of state institutions toppled with his
suggestion that the weaknesses of the Republic are its allto-symbolic executive branch and perfect bicameralism
suggest that a stronger executive branch would be in fact
be better able to serve the country, politically and
economically.

10

Napolitano: basta guerra sul referendum e l’Italicum va
cambiato. La Repubblica. [online]. Available at:
http://www.repubblica.it/politica/2016/09/10/news/napolitano_int
ervista_referendum_italicum-147480868/
11
Press Conference of President Obama and Prime Minister of the
Republic of Italy. White House Briefing Room. [online]. Available
at:
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-pressoffice/2016/10/18/press-conference-president-obama-and-primeminister-renzi-republic-italy

a rather indefinite future.

Even

with a

subsequent

confirmation that Renzi will govern until the end of his term,
opposition parties will use this opportunity to call for early
elections, the outcomes of which are at this point hard to
pinpoint. The already divided opposition would have a hard
time forming a government, which would probably result in
a division between the centre-left and centre-right parties
against the populist, Eurosceptic parties. Both previous
prime

ministers

Mario

Monti

and

Silvio

Berlusconi

announced their opposition to the proposal, pointing out the
opposition’s argument of the amendment being a mere way

12

Obama looks to lift Italy’s Renzi to cement agenda in Europe.

CNN Politics. [online]. Available at:

http://edition.cnn.com/2016/10/18/politics/obama-renzi-italystate-visit/
13
Obama rolls out red carpet for Italian ally Matteo Renzi. The
Guardian. [online]. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/usnews/2016/oct/17/obama-rolls-out-red-carpet-for-italian-allymatteo-renzi
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for the Prime Minister to consolidate his constitutional

percentage of voters proclaiming to be sufficiently informed

power.

Obama’s

about the matter. Moreover, ever since Renzi claimed he

endorsement as another miscalculation by the leader who

would quit if the referendum failed, the Yes and No

endorsed Bremain and campaigned vigorously for Hillary

campaigns have taken a rather politicized path, a problem

Clinton.

that has polluted most recent referendums. This has shifted

The

opposition

has

even

used

the discussion towards an approval of the Prime Minister’s
mandate or an expression of desire of his resignation, even
if Renzi has, ever since the No took the lead in opinion polls,

Conclusion
According to national opinion polls, the No campaign
has led since the bill pertaining to the organization of the
referendum was introduced on April 12 with a lead of about
3.5 % (Table I average No lead 3.25 %, median No lead

tended to increasingly play down the fact that he would
quit. In a country that saw 63 governments fall in the last
70 years, the confirmation that a Renzi victory would bring
might in fact prove to be vital for the conservation of
the ruling

government

and

the

future

stability

of

the country, even beyond the term of Matteo Renzi.

4.10 %)14. As seen in Table II15, since the local mayoral

In either case, the outcome of the referendum will

elections in June 2016, the result shifted early on, with the

affect Italy’s position within the EU, especially with

No maintaining a short lead ever since the date of the

the upcoming Rome summit, where the future of the EU

referendum was set.

(without the UK) is more than ever on the agenda 16. A Yes
win would reinforce Italy’s position, as the ruling
government will be comforted in its mandate and Renzi will

“In a country that saw 63 governments fall
in the last 70 years, the confirmation that a
Renzi victory would bring might in fact prove
to be vital for the conservation of the ruling
government and the future stability of the
country, even beyond the term of Matteo
Renzi.”

benefit from an increased legitimacy. This will allow him
to carry out his reformer role: on the economic side,
by pursuing his policy of a harmonized EU banking system
that should bring collective responsibility and possibly
challenging Germany’s economically hegemonic position;
and politically, by showing his eagerness to reform and
simplify national and possibly European out-dated and nonefficient systems in order to easily respond to modern
challenges (especially on issues of migration, in managing
the terms of Brexit alongside Chancellor Merkel and

Nonetheless, it is crucial to note that a large proportion
of the voters (38 % on average from the samples of 2016,

President Hollande and delivering on the Bratislava
Roadmap17).

around 30 % in November) was either undecided or stated
they would abstain from voting when polled. Such amounts
correlate to the number of responses stating ‘some’ instead
of ‘full’ familiarity with the proposal, indicating a rather low

14

See Table I
Datasets available at www.sondaggipoliticoelettorali.it with
percentage points recalculated without abstentious and/or
undecided voters. Polls conducted by various national agencies on
random samples of at least 1000 citizens (over 18 years of age,
both sexes represented). Relative margin of error +/– 3.1 % (on a
level of 95 % sample representativeness).
15

Should the No win, even if he is encouraged to remain
in

politics,

Renzi’s

resignation

would

be

expected

and demanded by the opposition, leading Italy to another
(at least

16

short-term)

political

quarrel.

Moreover,

Informal meeting of the 27 heads of state or government,
16/09/2016. European Council. [website]. Available at:
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/europeancouncil/2016/09/16-informal-meeting/
17
Bratislava Declaration and Roadmap. European Council. [online].
Available at: http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/pressreleases/2016/09/16-bratislava-declaration-and-roadmap/
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as economic growth decelerates, such a blow to the

current referendum proposes) and might require support of

country’s political and economic confidence could possibly

at least two thirds of the Parliament. Also, the Government’s

resonate through its still weak banking sector onto the

power would continue to be restricted by both houses’

Eurozone itself. An inward-looking Italy will further

confidence without distinction, resulting in a stricter

undermine its stability and voice within the EU, since the

balancing of power. The decision still remains in the hand

focus would most likely switch to the power-struggle

of the Italian people, who will ultimately decide on

between the executive and legislative branch, where a

December the 4th, 2016. As the polls suggest a tight race,

preservation of the current system might be encouraged by

once again, every vote will count – and pollsters will again

possible future amendments to the Italicum electoral law.

be held to account.

There would likely be a call to renege on the ‘awarded’
majority in favour of a politically more pluralistic Chamber
in order to maintain its independence from the Government.

Alexandr Lagazzi

Moreover, calls for a greater ‘protection’ of the Constitution

A student of Diplomacy at the University of Economics in
Prague, he has participated and organized numerous
parliamentary simulations whilst volunteering and doing
internships at NGOs. He currently works at EUROPEUM as
Communications Coordinator and is actively interested in
European affairs and China relations.

might be heard, resulting in attempts for absolute rigidity
towards constitutional modifications. Current discussions
revolve around the fact that only Articles could be subject
to changes, rather than whole Titles or Parts (such as the

November 2016
7

Tables

Table I: Opinion polls 2016
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Table II: Detailed results of opinion polls with averages

