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Italy a dying country?

How the Catholic land that once produced more babies
than any other Western European country is now facing
the most severe birth rate decline in the EU.
By Megan Birot & Marion Wierl
8 June 2018
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Why Italians say no to children

Italy is facing a birth rate apocalypse as fertility rates continue to decline to critical levels. Photo: Megan Birot

By Megan Birot
“If Italians don’t start making more babies, I don’t know what will become of Italy” said Francesco
Scalone, demographer at the University of Bologna.
The Catholic nation that once produced more babies than all other Western European countries, now has
the lowest birth rate on the continent, with only 7.7 births per 1,000 inhabitants. The country’s fertility rate
is also one of the lowest (1.34 children born per woman) according to national statistics agency Istat.
Some 464,000 births were registered in Italy last year- a 2 percent drop from 2016 and a record low.
Declining fertility rates, combined with longer life expectancy, has left Italy with a significantly older
population at a median age of 46 years old- compared to the EU’s median of 41.8.
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The nation’s demographic crisis could also see
its population drop by seven million over the
next 50 years, according to Istat.
The baby drought is so severe in rural areas that
some small towns have offered economic
incentives in the past in a bid to reverse the
trend. The former Mayor of Laviano in the
province of Salerno went as far as offering a
€10,000 cash bonus for people to have a child.
SEE ALSO: A North Italian village’s struggles for
babies (p.10)
Even small-town hospitals have reportedly
began closing maternity units due to the lack of
births.
But the problem is not that Italian women don’t
want kids. In fact, the average Italian woman
wants to have two or more children according
to Istat. So why don’t they?

“Getting a good job is difficult at the moment and the economy doesn’t work in favour of mothers, so for
me it’s about the money,” said Stephania Aquilla.
The 31-year-old works full time as a seamstress. She embroiders bibs and children’s clothing in a little store
of low end garments nestled between designer boutiques in Rome. The irony isn’t lost on her in the
realisation she won’t be sewing onesies for her own kids anytime soon.
Her partner only works short term contracts, so the couple sometimes survives solely on her scanty salary.
“It’s difficult because the government doesn’t really help us with the cost of childcare or anything like that
so financially we need to be ready to have a baby and we’re not,” she said.
“It’s the reality for many Italians, it’s not because we want to party but because we can’t afford it.”
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Less than half of working-age Italian women are employed. Photo: Megan Birot

Economic survival
While unemployment figures have steadily declined in recent years, youth unemployment is still at an
alarming 31.7 percent, forcing many young Italians to live at home into their late 20s and 30s or to move
abroad to work, causing a massive brain drain.
SEE ALSO: Italy’s mammones are staying with mum for now (p. 19)
The lack of affordable housing in Italy, especially in the South, is also off-putting for many would-be parents
since the country doesn’t have comprehensive child benefit schemes like in the UK and other European
countries.
According to Scalone, young Italians are increasingly choosing economic survival over having children.
“It’s more difficult to find a permanent job necessary to accumulate the resources one needs for marriage
and the mortgage. Because the younger generations are mostly on temporary work contracts they find it
hard to get ahead, borrow money or plan for any long-term future,” he said.
“So, there’s a delay, because you take time to find a job and it snowballs from there when you marry older
and have children later in life than in other countries with lower unemployment rates. Then, you shorten
the period of the productive age.”
The average age women have their first child in Italy is 31 years old- the oldest in the EU, Eurostat figures
reveal.
What’s more, only 40 percent of Italy’s workforce is female- the lowest in the EU. So working women also
face the added fear of losing their job after childbirth. Among Italian women who are employed, one in four
loses her job within a year of giving birth, according to Istat - a risk increasing with each child.
The country’s labour market is also unstable, and the rise of contract employment is leaving many young
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Italians in limbo. Labour law reforms introduced by former Prime Minister Matteo Renzi in 2014 to liberalise
the job market by relaxing protections for permanent contract employees created more insecurity for those
on temporary employment.
“There should be more flexibility for women and mothers in the workplace because right now work
environments are centred around the men as the breadwinner. Instead, it should appeal more to the need
of women. It’s about changing work cultures which could easily be done without costing millions,” said
Scalone.
“There’s a problem in the problem, the low fertility rates started in Italy in the 70s and 80s. So, you already
have the number of potential mothers already declining, then fertility rates will decline further unless there
is sharp reserve in birth rates.”
The lack of childcare options is another root cause of the country’s declining fertility rate. One in two Italian
families regularly use grandparents as babysitters, with 20 percent providing almost daily care, but those
who don’t have this luxury are left with limited choices.
State-run and state-subsidised pre-schools are available in Italy, but often very overcrowded particularly in
cities, leaving women to pay for expensive private care. Half of women who don’t send their children to day
care cited the cost as the primary reason, while almost 12 percent said they couldn't find a place for their
child, Istat data reveals.

What is the government doing?
An attempt by the Health Ministry to spur Italians into action in 2016 by promoting Fertility Day on 22
September backfired and lead to a boycott of the movement and counter-protests with the slogan “Fertility
Fake.”
One campaign ad pictured a woman holding an hourglass next to the words: “Beauty has no age limit.
Fertility does.” Another portrayed a man holding a half-burned cigarette and read: “Don’t let your sperm go
up in smoke.”
After the promotional material caused uproar in all major cities, Health Minister Beatrice Lorenzin promptly
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fired the ministry's director of communication and Fertility Day was scrapped.
The Italian government also introduced financial incentives to encourage couples to conceive, including a
€80 monthly baby bonus scheme for low income families and new mothers for up to three years. Lorenzin
then doubled the baby cash reward in response to national statistics revealing fewer babies were born in
2015 than any other year since 1861.
Italy introduced the first family allowance package in 2004 by offering a €1000 payment to parents who had
already at least one child and would welcome another by the year’s end.

Daniela Piazzalunga said Italian women also report struggling to reconcile work and family life. Photo: Megan Birot

But Daniela Piazzalunga, an economist in Verona, said cash incentives do little to encourage couples to have
kids when the problem is largely structural.
“If we think about the fertility rate, there has been an increased attention just before the election. Most
political parties added something about that in their programme, like early child care for free or more
economic bonuses for families with young children,” she said.
“They may put attention on the families, on the low birth rate, but not on the employment of women or
reforming the structure of the job market to keep them working after they have children.”
SEE ALSO: Italy’s youth confident in new populist government (p.37)
That’s also the reason Daniela, 32, and her husband have put the brakes on starting a family.
“In academia you have a three-year contract. So that is an issue and the second one is that in general you
have no time schedule. It is not a 9am to 6pm job. At a certain point you have to stop and take care of the
baby, but the job requirements stay the same,” she said.
Maternity leave in Italy is five months at 80 percent of the salary- well above the EU’s 14 weeks minimum.
Women are also entitled to six months parental leave at 30 percent of their wage.
Who will pay pensions, if not young Italians?
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At 65, Italians have an average life expectancy of one year higher than the EU-wide average, according Istat. Photo: Megan Birot

According to Eurostat forecasts, 27 percent of Italians will be aged over 64 by 2030, compared to just 18
percent at the start of the century. By contrast, the share of population aged between 25 and 44 decreased
from 30 to 26 percent in the last 15 years.
The shrinking of the working age population is threatening the sustainability of the country’s pension
system. Total pension expenditure is already the second highest in the EU- at 16.5% of GDP.
According to the European Commission’s Working Group on Ageing Populations and Sustainability (AWG)
the demographic old-age dependency ratio (the number of people aged 65 or above, as a percentage of the
number aged 15-64) is increasing rapidly in Italy.
The Ministry of the Economy and Finance (MEF) predicts the dependency ratio will jump from 32 percent in
2020 to more than 60 percent by 2070.
“This is a big demographic problem of the future. So, these older people, who now have longer life
expectancies will need more medical care and that will create more economic problems because there are
not enough young people to pay pensions and elderly care,” said Scalone.
“There’s a lack of workforce of people paying taxes to pay pensions and then there’s also the family
problem. Because we have a family with older people and nobody to take care of them.”
Does Italy need immigration to survive?
Immigration is a divisive issue in Italy. Five million foreigners legally reside in the country, accounting for 8
percent of its population of 60.5 million. In the last four years, almost 626,000 migrants travelled by boat to
Italy, according the International Organization for Migration (IOM).
Most Italians worry that the high number of refugees in the country will negatively affect the economy, but
the fact is that migrants support 600,000 annual pensions with their social contributions and this figure
would rise exponentially if refugees were able to work legally in the country.
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Since younger Italians tend to move abroad to find work, immigrants and asylum-seekers could make up a
new tax-paying workforce to supply the welfare system and a new caregiving labour force.
According to Eurostat figures, 80 percent of care givers in Italy are foreign nationals.
“In cities like in Bologna this phenomenon happened in advance, so the population is quite old and then
immigrants from Ukraine, Moldovia and Eastern Europe, mainly women work as care givers” said Scalone.
What’s more, Italy’s population would drop by almost 10 million without current immigration levels to prop
up overall fertility rates.
“I don’t believe Italians will disappear, but they will change, they will integrate the immigrants and after
some generations the immigrants themselves will speak Italian, there will be more inter-marriages and so
on,” said Scalone.
“Maybe Italy is not dying, but merely changing.”
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A North Italian village’s struggles for babies
As Europe’s worst declining birth rate is griping Italy, smaller villages in the country are suffering a severe
baby drought, as is the case in the quaint rural Liguria region.

The region of Liguria once had more children in the coastal village of Bonassola. Photo: Megan Birot

By Marion Wierl
“Framura is a beautiful, light village where you can still smell because there is no pollution and you can live
true experiences and be in real contact with nature and simple life,” is how Mayor Andrea Da Passano
described his home village Framura in Italy’s region of Liguria. The village is not a standalone locality but the
aggregation of small ones.
But no matter how quaint the region may be or how much the locals feel attached to their home,
something is amiss. Framura is eerie quite and it takes only one look around to notice the village is deplete
of children. In fact, only five babies were born in the village last year, according to Da Passano.
Italy has Europe’s lowest birth rate, with on average 1.34 children per woman in 2016, compared to an EUaverage of 1.6 according to Statista. Liguria, one of Italy’s rural regions located on the Northern West coast
has one of the lowest fertility rates in the country with only 1.17 babies born per woman last year,
according to Istat.
As a result, Liguria’s population is ageing more rapidly than in the rest of the country with an average
population age over 48 years old, compared to the national median of 46 years of age, according to Statista.
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Andrea Da Passano – mayor, father and an autochthonic local
Andrea Da Passano Framura’s mayor since 2009, is well aware of his village’s shrinking fertility rates but
hasn’t been able to reverse the trend.

Framura’s mayor, Andrea De Passano, is passionate about his job and think about the fertility problem “every single day”. Photo:
Megan Birot

In two municipality run schools, being a kindergarten with 18 children and a primary school comprising 13
children, the village’s children get their first years of education, before they commute to continuing
education in the closest town, Levanto.
Da Passano’s 12-year-old daughter attended both schools in Framura, like her father before her.
According to the municipality’s official documents of 670 people live in Framura, with 115 under 30 years
old, 254 people aged between 31 and 60 years and the rest, 61 years and older.
Even with the majority of the village’s inhabitants being over 60, Da Passano still believes it is a “problem of
the future”.

11

Megan Birot & Marion Wierl

The streets of Framura are still filled with life, yet it is getting quieter with the shrinking number of young people around. Photo:
Megan Birot

According to its mayor, Framura has almost no unemployment, as “in the village there is no one without a
job. Maybe 1 percent but there is nobody unemployed…there is work for everyone.”
“If you are born here, grown up here, you are part of the village basically,” he said. There are no large
companies to be found anywhere. Instead the economy is centred around tourism and local agriculture
made up mostly of vineyards and plantations of olives and figs.
While there might be more long-term employment opportunities in cities, the cost of living is also higher.
But people in Framura live on less and are mostly self-sustainable by growing their own food, according to
Da Passano.
When asked about why the village was suffering a baby drought, Da Passano was quick to pinpoint what he
believes is the catalyst of the crisis.
“Maybe my generation is made of egoists. We are people that like to have fun, that like to live and enjoy
life,” whilst not having to take care of and finance a family.
Yet many people don’t only see their own happiness at stake. When making the decision to have children just later in life - those people oftentimes have the comprehensible desire for more economic stability,
security and safety in mind, which is needed to sustain a family with children, Da Passano said.
This is a rather nationwide trend since most Italian women have their first child in their 30s, according to
Eurostat.
Morena Shree Sundari Firpo, open minded yet rooted in traditions
Part of the village conglomerate of Framura is the quaint settlement of Reggimonti. With only 60
inhabitants, mostly retirees, children running around between the hilly roads are all but a distant memory.

12

Megan Birot & Marion Wierl

Morena Shree Sundari Firpo is 33 years old and wants to have children and “live the miracle of life”. Photo: Megan Birot

Morena Shree Sundari Firpo, 33, is perhaps the youngest resident of Reggimonti and yearns for “bambinos”
of her own.
“I wanted to have children since I was 25…it is not me not wanting, it is the outside conditions, the situation
around me.”
By now Morena has found a partner she loves and with whom she wants to spend her future, yet he is
rather resistant when it comes to children, being on the road a lot due to his job as an actor.
“The truth is, I am worried… I see everybody around me, having children, getting married.”
Already in her thirties, she conceded she worries about how society perceives “a woman like me”, imposing
pressures on women to conceive while they still can despite their personal or professional circumstances.
“It is a pressure put on by things that are external and somehow it becomes internal,” she said.
“Italy is still a very family oriented culture.”
Despite this, Morena also considers having a child as a “self-evident” fulfilment for a woman.
“It is the role of a woman. You have a womb. You are a woman that is supposed to be having children. That
doesn’t make you just a mother,” she said.
“The Italians want to live the miracle of life at least once in life.”
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Davide Bagnasco, 45, just became a father for the first time. Photo: Megan Birot

Davide Bagnasco, 45, the self-proclaimed “womanizer” of Framura recently became a father for the first
time. It is likely to also be the last.
The biological clock is ticking fast for his 42-year-old girlfriend and the construction worker still lives with his
mother Ines and brother Dino Bagnasco.
Davide and his girlfriend, like many other Italians, postponed parenthood in the name of economic survival.
The structure of the country’s education system leads Italians get a later start in life than other Europeans.
“Because they (young Italians) finish school at 26. After finally getting a degree the real challenge for the
young people just begins. And this challenge is getting a solid, secure job before getting too old for getting
babies,” he said.
Although official statistics aren’t available, Davide believes couples in Framura are in their 40s the first time
they have children.
Work is scarce in the village and mostly seasonal. In summer, the coastal village is a tourist hotspot popular
with French nationals, and offers ample work opportunities in hospitality or plantations until the end of
autumn.
The instability of the labour market combined with the proliferation of short-term employment doesn’t
afford couple the financial stability needed to raise children.
This economic uncertainty is what prevented Davide and his girlfriend from starting a family earlier. The
thought of having more children is appealing for the couple but “unrealistic” said Davide.
Don Giulio Mignani, a priest pro change and pro children
Don Giulio Mignani, Framura’s priest since 2009, is also noticing the impact of the declining birth rate on
the congregation, once a vibrant force in the village.
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“In the beginning, more young people would come to Church. I had so many children working for me that I
had to make different uniforms and give them different jobs. And now there is almost no one,” he said.
The little robes he made for them, now collect dust on a clothing rail near the window. The children that
once wore them with pride, scattering within the Church, have long gone - mostly to study or find
employment in cities. Today, only the elderly attend services.

Don Giulio Mignani, Framura’s priest for almost ten years now, wants his community’s members to have children – married or not “because love is love.” Photo: Megan Birot

Even baptisms and marriages are now exceptional occasions and more so since Mignani entered his service
almost 10 years ago.
Only two or three baptisms are celebrated every year and only three couples married in the Church since
Mignani began his tenure.

Year

local

foreign

total

2009 1

3

4

2010 0

2

2

2011 0

3

3

2012 1

2

3
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2013 0

2

2

2014 1

1

2

2015 2

2

4

2016 0

1

1

2017 0

0

0

Number of baptisms in the municipality of Framura since Don Giulio Mignani entered his position as
Framura’s priest in 2009 – divided by babies born and living in Framura, and babies from other places.
It’s a bitter sweet realisation, even for the priest who considers himself a modern disciple of God.
But when asked if he would support people who wanted to have children out of lawful matrimony, his
answer was not one of condemnation:
“My personal opinion is that these are individual choices. For me, people that make an agreement, a
compromise be it in front of the priest, be it in front of the mayor, be it just between themselves – for me
each has the same value, because love is love.”
“I am up for kids being born,” Mignani said.
“The church’s influence is less nowadays.”
Mignani attributes it to the obsoletion of the Church as we know it.
“People are more advanced than the rigid teachings of the documents of the Church. So, some need to be
changed. They should be changed,” he said.
“Instead we should provide more space for dialogue, for open communication - where people could express
what they really think about the Church.”
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Framura’s Church St Martin may look old from the outside but has a modern approach to religion. Photo: Megan Birot

Younger parishioners like Morena believe this softer approach to religion could reconcile people with the
Church, but one the Vatican would never consider, according to Mignani.
Mignani warned, however, that today’s strong relationships between spouses should be precursors to
starting families
“If the commitment is in front of the church or in front of the mayor or whoever, it doesn’t matter, but there
has to be some kind of common project or commitment. “
“There are a lot of people that live together but they don’t get married, now they just have to get more
children.”
“Going backwards is not a thing. We have to go forward,” the priest said, emphasizing once more how
modern and open his personal approach is.
The trend is changing – in favour of the villages:
Overall, not all is doomed for villages like Reggimonti and Framura.
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Morena said the rural lifestyle is becoming more appealing to people. Those who leave, almost always come
back for holidays or in retirement. Some city slickers like herself also seek out more tranquil surroundings to
settle in after spending years in the rat race or travelling for work.
“I am not the only one that moved to a village like this. There are other young people that lived in the big
towns and now they are changing their trend and now they are coming back to villages,” she said.

Robes collecting dust as church attendance is at an all-time low. Photo: Megan Birot

“Young people they see this idea that in the city you get more opportunities, a swankier life; parties, fun,
more choice.”
“But in cities like Milan and Rome people are so stressed so that is not going to make you any happier.”
In Morena’s opinion, Framura is the perfect place to start a family.
“It’s such a tight-knit community and I’d want to see my children grow up in a place like that,” she said.
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ITALY’S MAMMONES ARE STAYING WITH MUM FOR NOW
By Megan Birot
When asked what he wished for in the lead up to his birthday, Emanuele Baldi didn’t hesitate; “I want to
be independent,” he uttered.
For the 44-year-old, marking another trip around the sun is no joyous occasion, rather a reminder than in
the midst of his life, he still lives with his mother.
He is what Italians call a mammone which translates to “mummy’s boy”, describing adult Italians who still
live with their parents and it’s far from uncommon. In fact, two in three or 66 percent of Italians under 35
are yet to leave the parental nest, according to Eurostat. Figures also reveal the trend has steadily increased
in the last decade. In 2008, 61 percent of adults under 35 still lived at home.
The phenomenon is more prevalent in men,
with 71 percent of them compared to 59.5
percent of women living at home. So, what
drives the majority of young Italians to stay
home with mum and dad in their adult life?
“It’s not really my choice,” Emanuele
explained.
“If only I had a good job. I always worked
temporary contracts as a geologist, so I
would work for six months and then be
unemployed for six months.
“You never know what kind of job you’ll
have in the future and that’s a problem
because you can’t plan your future.”
Italians will on average continue living with
their parents until their 30s, according to
Eurostat, while the average age of those
leaving the parental household in the EU is
26.

Emanuele Baldi says most young Italians live with their parents out of necessity, not by choice. Photo: Megan Birot
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Are Italy’s economy and job market behind the rise of the mammone?
Italy’s young are hard hit by the country’s stagnating economy. The youth unemployment rate is at an
alarming 31.70 percent, the second highest in the EU after Spain. For those under 35 employed full time,
less than 25 percent still live at home.
Emanuele was 39 the first time he struck out on his own. He lived in a small flat with his ex-girlfriend in
Rome for €700 a month. The average price for a one-bedroom apartment in the capital city is more than
€950. Then, after a failed 2-year stint in Germany to look for work, bankrolled by his father, he moved back
home with his 67-year-old mother.
Since unemployment benefits are capped at six months in Italy, even as a single man with no children,
Emanuele can’t afford to pay rent for a room in the capital. Italy’s average nominal monthly wage is
€2426.20. Emanuele said he earns less than a quarter of that as a part time mathematics and physics tutorenough for a weekly grocery shop.
What’s more, the country’s labour market is hardly stable, and the rise of contract employment is leaving
many young Italians in limbo. Labour law reforms introduced by former Prime Minister Matteo Renzi in
2014 to liberalise the job market by relaxing protections for permanent contract employees created more
insecurity for those on temporary employment.
In the last 10 years, Emanuele estimates he worked for a total of 10 companies or more.
“The job market in the capital is competitive so who you know rather than what you know will get you
through the door”, he said.
The last time he was employed as a geologist was last summer.
“In 10 years, I was only hired once based on my resume. The other times, I was called by friends who
already worked for that company...this is how it works in Italy,” he said.
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Francesco Scalone, a demographer at the University of Bologna said the poor state of the economy and
welfare system had exacerbated the problem in the last decade.
“There are other socio-economic factors that determine and maintain this phenomenon; a less generous
welfare state for the youth than elsewhere, high prices on the estate market, very high unemployment rates
and difficult conditions on the job market, a long run economic crisis,” he said.
Is a mammone really a mummy’s boy?
“My mum is not happy that I am still living at home, she would like me to be independent as do I,”
Emanuele said.
While stereotypes about overbearing Italian mothers cooking and cleaning for their children are well
documented, Emanuele insists he takes care of himself in every way if not financially.
But his unorthodox living arrangements affect even the most basic aspects of his life, including dating.
“I do try to call her (his mother) if I’m out late so she doesn’t worry,” he said.
“It’s hard because I live with my mother so when it’s like that you have to explain everything you do so I
don’t have any privacy when it comes to dating.”
Despite this, Emanuele has the desires of any other man. He wants to work, get married, have children and
own a home.
“I’m not happy with where I am in life. I know I’m in the middle of my life and I didn’t reach any normal
milestones, like have a family, have a house and a job so this is a bit sad for me,” he said.

The Italian family is often described at the last “frontier of welfare” for young Italians. Photo: Megan Birot

Is Italian culture to blame for the mammone?
The mammone is not just a side effect of the country’s sluggish economy. The central role of the family in
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Italian culture, stemming from the Roman Catholic faith, has spawned generations of lazy youths, according
to Marco Di Venanzio, a former mammone.
“It’s a culture thing and 70 percent of it is because they are lazy and because the mother is too
overbearing,” he said.
The 36-year-old believes most young Italian men struggle to find independence and are often mollycoddled
by their mothers.
“I have a friend who doesn’t even know how to make a cup of coffee, so the mothers make the sons lazy
and they’re not able to figure out their future outside of the maternal cycle,” he said.
But Scalone also believes historical precedents can’t be ignored.
“There are some anthropological and historical characteristics to consider as in the past people living in the
countryside faced very difficult conditions without any institutional supports, so the individuals tended to
live together in their own families providing mutual help,” he said.
“This was the case in sharecroppers' households in Northern-central Italy. Everyone had to work the land,
so the male sons generally spent their lives in their father's house and bringing in their spouses.
“This is to say that after centuries with these habits it is quite socially acceptable that sons are so tied to
their parents.”
But the phenomenon of the mammone is not specific to men. Chiara Laganà, 35, a freelance journalist in
Rome, also still lives with her 71-year-old mother out of necessity.
“I can't afford economically to pay a rent or for the house maintenance…I could try to put aside some
money, but I wouldn't probably be able to have money for errands or groceries,” she said.
“The main reason is also because I'm not paid monthly nor regularly. One of my jobs pays for as many
articles as I write, and they give me only €300 and they are never regular.”
Chiara even shares a bank account with her mother and takes money out when needed.
“Our welfare system doesn't care for the young people, it's not a country for young ones,” she said.
Can the government help the mammone?
Apart from poking fun at the problem, the Italian government has done little to help adult Italians out of
the parental household.
Former finance minister Tomasso Padoa-Schiopa caused controversy when he infamously labelled young
Italians “bambiccioni” (big babies) back in 2007.
In 2010, a former minister in the Berlusconi government called for laws to encourage youths to leave home
by 18. Innovation Minister Renato Brunetta said it was needed to “deal with the culture of mummy’s boys
and big babies.”
No such laws were ever introduced, and Italy’s shaky welfare system has long been skewed towards
pensioners and families rather than young Italians so the mammone isn’t going anywhere anytime soon.
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“Let’s say it is pretty tough to have a baby right now.”
How the stereotyping of women impacts Italy’s low birth rates
By Marion Wierl
It’s a common Italian saying, "donna al volante, pericolo costante“ (women on the wheel means constant
danger), said Giulia Marsigli, a tourist guide in La Spezia.
And one of countless stereotypes of women in Italy, which not only trivialise women’s issues like pay
inequality, or sexual harassment but also affect their everyday life. What they wear. What jobs they should
apply for and even when and if to have a baby.

People from all over the world have a certain picture in mind when thinking about a typical Italian woman. Most of the time this
picture, formed mostly by stereotypes. Photo: Marion Wierl

It is no wonder then, that Italy’s birth rate is the lowest in the EU with only 7.7 births per 1,000 inhabitants.
The fertility rate is also one of the lowest with 1.34 children per woman, compared to an EU average of 1.6
children, according to Statista.
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The average age women have their first child in Italy is 31 years old- the oldest in the EU, Eurostat figures
reveal.
Too loud for anyone to hear
“Italian women are thought of as being too loud about their opinions,” said Sofia Ye, 23, a student in
Bologna.
Yet “they’re also not listened.” If Italian women are really “too” loud, it may be because they’re trying to
find their voice in a society that has long thought of them as listeners instead of orators.
When professional ambitions suffer
“At work women face difficulties. We’re not taken seriously and often thought of as less competent,”
Ye said.
Yet it is not about some teasing comments every now and then, but strong prejudices in the economic field,
making it hard and sometimes impossible for women to get the desired and necessary job to finance herself
and a potential family.
Although the employment gap between men and women decreases since the last economic crisis in 2012,
Giorgia Serughetti, 39, post-doc researcher in gender studies at the University of Milano-Bicocca said it was
still very real.
“Statistics clearly show gender gap exists, in the job market as well as in politics and in decision-making
positions, everywhere,” she said.
According to the European Commission Italy’s gender employment was more than 20% in 2016.
The overall decrease does not equal higher gender equality or an improvement in pay parity.
“The difference got smaller because men have lost jobs, not because of really an improvement of the
situation for women,” said Daniela Piazzalunga, 32, an economist at the University of Verona.
This is purely due to men dominated sectors being more affected by the global financial crisis.
“In fact, there is still an increasing rate of female unemployment over 48% in 2017,” according to Serughetti.
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Daniela Piazzalunga is a textbook example of the new generation of Italian women. Photo: Megan Birot

Also stereotypes like “good looking women have a successful career because of their sexual services, more
than for their brain,” affect women’s status in society, according to Giulia Marsigli.
In Italy, women are either considered “less able to lead, and therefore less suited to politics and decisionmaking positions in the labour market or they are considered opportunists in careers, ready to seduce their
boss to move forward,” said Serughetti.
This is exactly the distorted image of women that leads to women being discredited when complaining of
sexual harassment in the workforce and even “accused of taking advantage of the alleged abuse,” said
Serughetti.
A woman is for her man, the children and the house
“A woman needs to stay at home and only needs to clean for the husband and raise the children,” according
to Vittoria De Felice, 21, a student in Rome.
According to Serughetti, “we are still at the ancient division of women between good mothers and bad
girls.”
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Valeria Alessandroni (left), Vittoria De Felice (middle) and Chiara Di Giovancesare (right) said gender roles and the gender pay gap
are prevalent in Italy. Photo: Megan Birot

Having a professional career as a woman, however, is harder since they largely still fulfil their traditional
roles at home.
According to the Organization for Economic Co-Operation and Development, women work an average of
306.3 unpaid minutes a day outside of full time employment compared to 130.7 minutes for men.
As “work is the major problem in Italy,” losing a job due to a pregnancy depicts a huge problem, and
“sometimes they fire you because you are pregnant,” said Mariachiara Ameruso.
“The law says it’s not allowed (to fire a pregnant woman or young mother), but they find other ways to get
rid of you.
“Often women are obliged to sign a contract that obliges them to quit their job if they want to have a baby.”
While women could well stay at home and fulfil their roles as mothers and housewives instead of working
“the fact is that now there are more precarious and flexible jobs that can influence the fertility rate, not
only the employment,” said Piazzalunga.
“In particular the problem is that you’re having a precarious job or flexible contract (or no job at all) at the
same time when you would like to have babies, when you are between 25 and 30 years old,” Piazzalunga
added, leaving women with social insecurity and zero financial stability.
Maternity vs paternity – whilst team spirit would be aspired
In Italy women have a compulsory five months maternity leave at 80% of their salary, according to the
European Commission - whereas men have only two days of fully paid paternity leave.
Yet, only 20% of men take their paternity leave, although mandatory.
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Daniela Piazzalunga believes it influences employers’ preferences in hiring men over women.
“Employers tend to hire men because they know they will not be absent because of a child and they don’t
have to take care of the child,” said Piazzalunga.
Over time, this will affect women’s career progression and their wage, as well as the decision of when to
have a child, she said.

See also: //datawrapper.dwcdn.net/HnU6x/1/

Even a self-made businesswoman as Piazzalunga understands why gender roles are hard to shift.
“It makes perfect sense for a couple that the woman stays at home. Not only during the mandatory
maternity leave, but also during the parental leave, because the woman’s wages are lower, so they lose less
money that way,” she said.
When postponing seems like the solution, depression might be the price
As for now, women who want to have children in Italy, and fulfil their traditional roles as mothers, normally
post-pone their plans for children, as Daniela Piazzalunga did.
“For sure what I have done is to postpone having children, because I was getting my PhD. I have prioritised
my personal training,” she said.
“I think in general my condition is quite similar to the condition of other women in Italy.”
In her experience, at least in the academia, women have children when they are around 35.
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Dr Marco Paolemili understands why women in Italy tend to postpone their desired babies. Yet, he also sees how risky this
postponing is. Photo: Marion Wierl

For a woman starting a family in her 30s is no surprise to Dr Marco Paolemili who specialises in Cognitive
Behavioral Psychotherapy and Psychiatry in Rome.
“The reproductive age is already coming to an end at that point in time,” he said.
Hence why an increasing number of women decide to freeze their eggs, to have children past their
productive age.
“It is not common, but it is more common than in the past,” Dr Paolemili said.
Postponing the pregnancy comes with risks for both the mother and the child. The cost, due to the
extensive medical monitoring during and after the pregnancy will be considerably higher too, according to
Paolemili.
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What is and what might be
Livia Capone, 19, student in Rome, said people in Italy live in a little “microcosm” adding, “Italy is
sometimes retired.”
As many other Italians and especially women, Livia believes the Italian “image of a woman is obsolete” and
should be eradicated all together.
Women firstly need to be enabled at least mentally and financially to have a real choice of having children
or not.
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Is Italian culture on the way to extinction?
First it was the Roman Empire. Now, Italian culture as we know it could well disappear.

Italy is world-famous for its sights, its history, its culture and pride about it all. But is true Italian fading away? Photo: Marion Wierl

By Marion Wierl
Italian culture is world famous, not only for being the heart of the Catholic faith or for the romantic
language that inspired even Shakespeare. But also, the authentic cuisine of handmade spaghetti and
everyday customs including the token cheek kiss that Italians simply consider a way of life.
While Italy’s declining birth and fertility rates are causing the country’s population to wane, Italians fear
their culture could face the same fate.
“The family is still a national value…there is no more such thing as a traditional Italian family and the Italian
culture as we used to know it,” according to Giorgia Serughetti, postdoctoral researcher in gender studies at
the University of Milano-Bicocca.
“Families have changed and can be formed by non-married couples including same-sex couples, as well as
by single parents with children.”
“I would say it has already been strongly challenged since the 1970s.”
In 2017 only 1.34 babies were born per woman in Italy, according to Statista, compared to the EU average of
1.6 children per woman, making Italy – together with Spain – the country with the lowest fertility rate in
Europe.
Liguria, a region in the country’s north-west had an even lower national’s fertility rate of 1.17 children per
woman in 2016 and a total fertility rate of 1.30 – when taking foreign mothers into consideration - the

30

Megan Birot & Marion Wierl
national statistics institute Istat revealed.

Source: Istat - Birth and fertility among the resident population Year 2016

Andrea Da Passano, mayor of the Ligurian village Framura believes “the typical, traditional Italian person
already no longer exists,” describing himself - a humorous, open-hearted and most of the time relaxed 50year-old, who honours tradition, family and the community he lives in - as an exemplar.
Francesco Scalone, demographer at the University of Bologna said the family, once central to Italian culture,
is also in decline.
“The family usually consisting of grandparents, parents and numerous children, has transformed a lot in the
last decades. It was a fast transformation that changed norms, the attitudes, the values that created the
declining birth rate crisis, from a cultural perspective.”
“A society losing a fundamental religious identity”- Francesco Scalone
The first parameter for the cultural change in Italy is the unstable value given to the church which has all but
lost its centric role in modern society.
“Italy was a very Catholic country until some decades ago, Scalone said. Especially “in the northern
countries some norms, some secular norms were well rooted in the society decades before.”
Even with that, the majority of the country’s population is still Catholic today with 71.4% being Christian,
according to Worldatlas. Not even a decade ago, in 2011 the share of Christians in Italy has still been around
around 85.1% the Pew Research Center on Religion and Public Life published that year.
But although “religion is resisting as a national value…this is also changing, as new cults or more personal or
individual ways of believing and practising religion are ever more widespread,” Scalone said.
Italians’ religious faith began to transform in the 1970’s, when a national referendum gave the population
the possibility of divorce in 1970. Eight years after that, abortion was legalised and so “the role of the
church absolutely against divorce or even abortion diminished, and we started becoming a society losing a
fundamental religious identity,” said Scalone.
“That was a big cultural transformation and when you substitute some values then it’s difficult for a
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population to find new values.” Especially when the affected values are as deeply rooted and ingrained as
Christianity in Italy, this can lead to a “difficult cultural problem”.
“30 percent of children are born out of wedlock” - Giorgia Serughetti
The Italian’s view of how a family was to be founded was always rigid, with the succession being: marriage,
house, children.

Cross next to St Martin’s church in Framura, Liguria. Photo: Marion Wierl

But Italians are slowly abandoning the traditional pillars of the family.
While marriage is still a fundamental institution in Italy, “statistics show that marriage rates have been
declining year after year since the 90s” said Serughetti.
After six years of steadily decline in marriage rates, 2015 saw an increase with 194,377 registered unions,
according to Istat.
Yet “most commentators tend to attribute this increase more to the economic crisis and the need for
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economic and social security, than to a revival of
traditional values,” according to Serughetti.
In Italy “the link between marriage and birth is still strong,
but 30 percent of children are born out of wedlock,”
according to Serughetti.
Statista figures show that today, in Italy on average 27.6%
of children are born out of wedlock, compared to just
8.3% in the 1990s.
Other European countries, like France, Sweden or
Slovenia, in comparison had already far more than 50
percent of their babies born out of wedlock in 2011,
according to Statista.
In Scandinavian countries, people start living together at a
younger age and before marriage. They also have children
younger while Italians begin families later in life,
according to Scalone.
The average age of an Italian woman giving birth is 30.8
years, leading the list, according to Eurostat. Compared to
that, Finnish women are on average 28.8 years old by
then. The EU average is 28.9 years.
Part of the importance given to being married is most
probably the social security that comes with it. However,
even in Italy the divorce rates are rising, following the
introduction of reforms to fast track the procedure in
2015.
The “Fast Divorce Law” saw the number Italians getting
legally separated jump to almost 60% in the year it was
introduced, according to Istat. The average length of a
marriage in Italy is around 17 years, although almost
twice as many long-term marriages have ended in
separation compared to 20 years ago. Separation rates
went from 11.3 percent 1995 to 23.5 percent in 2015.
Scalone said “the divorce, living together outside the
marriage and especially having children outside the
marriage is a relatively new phenomenon in Italy and
related to the low fertility rate and to the birth decline in
Italy.”
Sources: Library of Congress: Abortion Legislation in Europe; Thomson Reuters Practical Law: Family Law in Italy - Overview

“Languages are in danger already right now” - Mariachiara Ameruso
After centuries of split kingdoms in the wake of the Roman Empire, Italy has been able to establish a
language for law, business and education, otherwise known as the Italian language.
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Map of Italy showing the regional division by dialects. Source: The Italian Special Interest Group: Linguistic Map of Italy

Italy, however, is not only split in many different regional districts, but also in several linguistic regions.
That means people living in the capital Rome use a different dialect, being part of the Northern
(Settentrionale) dialects, than locals in small villages in the South with their Central-Southern (CentroMeridionale) dialects.
Particularly Ladino, spoken in the very north-east, and Sardinian, spoken on the Sardinian island, are very
distinct from the rest of the country.
Within all the different regions, dialects reportedly also differ again from village to village.
And since less descendants succeed Italian family trees, these local dialects, sometimes even considered
their own languages, cannot be passed on to future generations and therefore are at risk of disappearing
from the linguistic map.

English

Standard Italian

Sicilian

Pleased to meet you.

Piacere di conoscerti.

Piaciri di canusciriti.

Where are you from?

Di dove sei?

Di unni si?

Where is the bathroom?

Dov’è il bagno?

Unn’è un bagnu?

Differences:

34

Megan Birot & Marion Wierl
Would you like to dance with
me?

Vuoi ballare con me?

C’abballi cu mia?

Sorry!

Scusa!

M’á scusari!

One language is never
enough.

Una sola lingua non è
mai abbastanza.

Na lingua n’abbasta
mai.

Similarities:
Welcome!

Benvenuta!

I love you!

Ti amo!

Cheers.

Cin Cin.

Examples for differences and similarities between Standard Italian and one of the most spoken dialects, Sicilian. Source: Mango
Languages: Italian and Sicilian – Language Differences

Mariachiara Ameruso, 20, student at the University in Bologna believes, “languages are in danger already
right now. There are big amounts of different languages considered Italian and a lot of them are dying, the
majority of them.”
Goodbye spaghetti carbonara
Italy’s authentic cuisine may share the doomed fortune of the country’s language.
As Italian food is much more than pizza margarita and spaghetti carbonara, old family recipes passed down
from generation to generation, may vanish as well. This might not be noticeable for the average tourist, but
for the locals the story is a different one.
Even today, the traditional composition of dishes like carbonara sauce being watered down and many
Italians feel offended when being served spaghetti carbonara with cooked instead of smoked ham and god
forbid, a sauce with cream but no egg.
Nowadays, old family-owned recipes are mostly solely passed down within businesses like a family-run
restaurant.
The influence from the outside
Every year hundred-thousands of people immigrate into Italy, having their own culture up their sleeves. In
2017 almost 626,000 migrants made their way to Italy just by boat, according to the International
Organization for Migration (IOM) – to bring some perspective into play.
Regarding Italy’s demographics we should also bear in mind that migrating into Italy in the long term means
that “the third generation is declared Italian,” according to Taco Dankers, editor of the Pan-European thinktank Gefira’s online magazine.
“I think that people say ‘ok they will live here for generations’ and say they are as Italian as them but that’s
not the case,” Dankers stated, raising the question: “How Italian are these migrants?”
Dankers went further into detail, saying: “Migrants in Italy, for example Africans do not come for our culture
and they shouldn’t have to be made to embrace Italian culture if they don’t want to.”
Their intentions are more of economic nature, since “the majority don’t come for gay marriage or Christian
customs, they might come for our food, for economic reasons but they retain their own customs and
beliefs,” Dankers explained.
He also pointed out that “there is no evidence yet that supports that migrants, from Africa for example or
from other countries, completely integrate into their host societies.” Not saying it would be impossible, it
just hasn’t happened so far, according to the editor.
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What the people have to say
Asking the Italians themselves how they feel about their culture’s predicament, responses vary from
contempt to concern.
Ivano Brueno, student of the University in Rome, is not worried about Italian culture.
“Italian culture won’t disappear, it’s too strong and especially in Rome,” he said.
Morena Shree Sundari Firpo, yoga-teacher in the Ligurian town Levanto believes, “value your own
traditions… Borders, they should be open, but at the same time valuing your own culture. And here in Italy
we are kind of losing that.”
Just as other, more critical figures believe the survival of the Italian way of living is indeed threatened due to
various drivers like the declining birth and fertility rates.
However, the mainstream view is similar to that of Andrea Da Passano’s, “change will always happen and
change is the nature of everything,” he said.
For now, it seems Italian culture is merely undergoing a modern change and whether for the better is still
up for debate. In any case, only time will tell.
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Italy’s youth confident in new populist government

Valerio Capati (left), Paolo Delcasale (middle) and Ivano Brueno (right) believe it’s time to put “Italians first.” Photo: Megan Birot

By Megan Birot
Italy’s youth are rejoicing as the country’s new populist government prepares to cement its hold on
power in a final vote of confidence in parliament next week.
It will be the final hurdle of its shaky rise to lead the country, after winning the first vote of confidence in
the senate earlier this week.
And none are happier than Valerio Capati, a proud Five Star voter who admits had never followed politics
until recently.
“I never felt represented by my government, so I didn’t pay attention to politics, it was rubbish,” he said.
So, when the 26-year-old cast his ballot in the historical elections that catapulted Italy on a new populist
path, he was confident a win was imminent.
“The way our elections were portrayed in the media and there was all this talk of a change, that’s how I
knew the anti-establishment would win,” he said.
“I have big hopes for the future now and the populists actually want what we want. Freedom to choose.
Many young Italians didn’t feel heard until now.”
Ipsos exit polls reveal the anti-establishment Five Star Movement (M5S) garnered most of the youth vote in
the March 4 elections, scoring 26 percent- twice as much as any other party. By contrast, 82-year-old former
prime minister Silvio Berlusconi’s Forza Italia and the centre-left Democratic Party received a combined 18
percent of the vote from first time voters.
But a political crisis sparked by Italy’s president Sergio Mattarella’s rejection of Paolo Savona, an 81-year-old
eurosceptic, as finance minister almost ended in a call for new elections, until Five Star and the League
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struck a last-ditch deal to form goverment.
A new Cabinet was sworn in last week with Giovanni Tria, an economics professor as finance minister and
Giuseppe Conte, 53, a relatively unknown law professor as Prime Minister. Five Star leader Luigi Di Maio, 31
and the League‘s Matteo Salvini will serve as industry and deputy prime minister and interior minister
respectively.
The Five Star Movement became the single largest party of the March 4 elections by securing 32% of the
vote, followed by the far-right League with 17%. Both parties were locked in a stalemate for almost two
months before forming a coalition and agreeing on a controversial common policy agenda.
What drove Italy’s youth to a populist vote?
According to Francesco Galietti, founder of Policy Sonar, an independent think tank in Rome, the youth are
turning away from traditional political parties which they see as ignoring their problems.
“All the stats show us that we have an older generation that are better off in terms of salary, social support
etc whereas younger workers do not enjoy the same kind of privileges. The other big reason is the sense of
disgust vis a vis of old parties, so you vote for Five Star because you want to see the old faces fade away
once and for all,” he said.
“You have mainstream parties who have become the defendants of the status quo and other parties like
Five Star who right or wrong, campaign for the rise of the younger age cohorts for instance with this idea
which is highly controversial but very appealing of universal income…these concepts that give the
impression that somebody cares about them.”
With a staggering 31.70 percent youth unemployment rate, a crumbling economy and lack of social support
for young Italians, many have turned their gaze to less traditional parties claiming to fight for “ordinary
Italians.”
“The idea of putting Italians first is appealing to many especially young people because we feel like we have
no future here after university,” said Paolo Delcasale, 23.
But according to Nicola Chelotti, lecturer in diplomacy and international governance at Loughborough
University, the new populist government is unlikely to make the impact voters expect.
“Italy would need to change profoundly its administration, judiciary and education system to make it
modern, open to international influences. It has to tackle productivity and growth. Nothing of that seems to
be in this government’s contract,” he said
“The so called ‘government of change’ is not aiming at really changing the fundamentals of the Italian state.
Ironically, it is quite a very traditional government, it has promised only to spend more on probably little
productive measurements, especially getting rid of the very unpopular current pension law.”
What’s on the agenda?
The coalition government policy agenda reflects the welfare-oriented politics of Five Star, including plans to
cut taxes, universal basic income and a flat tax long championed by the League but constituting a breach of
EU fiscal rules.
Scrapping an unpopular pension reform and more stringent environmental regulations and health
regulations on baby products are also on the agenda, while the League plans to hone down on its security
goals, including expanding the national police force, a review of migrant rescue missions at sea,
renegotiations of the Dublin Regulation governing migration to the EU, and the possible construction of
additional detention centres for migrants.
How did Italy come to that? Analysis
Immigration
The country’s migrant crisis was always going to be at the front and centre of the elections, being the first
held since the refugee crisis began. In the last four years, almost 626,000 migrants travelled by boat to Italy,
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according the International Organization for Migration (IOM). Most from North Africa and the Middle East.
Far-right firebrand Salvini has declared one of the new populist government’s top priorities will be to “send
them home.”
Speaking from the Sicilian port of Catania last week, Salvini said it was time for Sicily to stop being the
“refugee camp of Europe”.
“I will not stand by and do nothing while there are landings after landings. We need deportation centres,”
he told crowds.
This was the crux of the League’s campaign long before the elections. Concerns about security and
immigration were more pronounced in the wealthier areas of Northern Italy where the anti-immigration
party whose Trumpish election catch phrase “Italians first” fared relatively well.
The failure of the EU to manage the influx of migrants has alienated Italians who have long asked for a
tougher stance on illegal boat arrivals. A recent Ipsos poll revealed that 66 percent of Italians believe there
are too many immigrants in their country- the highest in the EU. More than half (55 percent) also support
closing borders to refugees.
Economy
Italy has been in economic recession for the better part of the last decade. Despite modest economic
growth since 2014, the country’s debt is still the second highest in the EU after Greece at 132% of its GDP.
Wages have remained stagnant while previous governments have imposed a string of austerity measures to
try to rein in the country’s debt.
Italy also has the third highest unemployment rate in the EU at 11%. The rate is double of that in the
traditionally poorer South where Five Star triumphed with a majority of the vote with its signature
campaign pledge to introduce universal basic income.
A flat tax has also been part of the League's platform for years and any loss in tax revenue would be offset
by a reduction in tax evasion according to Salvini.
Euroscepticism
Italians blame the botched handling of the immigration crisis and their economic woes largely on the EU.
The so-called establishment is also considered by many as the engineers of the current crisis and seen as
corrupt and out of touch with “ordinary Italians.”
A study released by the Pew Research Centre revealed that almost 35% of Italians supported leaving the EU
while 57% were in favour of holding a referendum on EU membership.
In his speech on the State of the Union last month, Mattarella even spoke of "the diffuse belief among
European citizens that the common project has lost its ability to truly meet the growing hopes of large
sections of the population."
Where to now?
As Europe turned its gaze to Italy ahead of the national elections, Brussels knew the tide of populism would
eventually reach the country. Experts, pre-elections polls and even Italians had predicted it. Not even the
prospect of a constitutional crisis could shake its foothold.
“It was inevitable because it’s what voters have been asking for a decade now, so if you keep denying it
despite their wishes…I think Italy has to try this, I’m not sure it will work but postponing it will just make
things worse, said Galietti.
“I think that everybody accepted even before the elections, that Five Star would become a big party, it
already was and not one that would go away at the clap of the fingers. Mainstream parties are seen as naval
gazing, totally beholden to internal wars, party oligarchies and toying around.”
Now Italy will have to wait and see if their new populist government is any different.
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