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Introduction
The European Union has become increasingly interventionist in its monitoring and admonitions of its member states in terms of what is expected of them. The focus is, of course, on economic performance, but, given the evident link between this and political, institutional arrangements, pressure can also extend in these directions. In the case of Italy, there was a clear watershed moment when ‘Europe’ crossed the Rubicon in becoming directly interventionist in Italian affairs. In August 2011, as contagion from the Greek crisis reached its shores, there was a run on the Italian markets, characterised by dramatic increases in the ‘bond spread’ (the difference between the German and Italian ten year bond yields) suggesting that the markets had serious doubts about Italy’s capacity to repay its public debt. In a confidential letter (subsequently leaked to the press[endnoteRef:1]) of 5 August 2011 to Prime Minister Berlusconi, outgoing and incoming Presidents of the European Central Bank (ECB), Jean-Claude Trichet  and Mario Draghi, reminded the Italian government of the outcome of the meeting of all Euro-heads of government on 21 July where it was stated that ‘all euro countries solemnly reaffirm their inflexible determination to honour fully their own individual sovereign signature and all their commitments to sustainable fiscal conditions and structural reforms’, and noted that recent steps taken by the Italian government (to achieve a balanced budget by 2014) were important ‘but not sufficient’. The letter went on to specify various measures which were ‘essential’ in order to enhance economic growth and ensure the sustainability of Italy’s public finances as well as, longer-term, to overhaul the public administration to improve efficiency and ‘business friendliness’. [1:  See ‘Trichet e Draghi: un’azione pressante per ristabilire la fiducia degli investitori’, La Stampa 29 August 2011, where the original letter (written in English) is reproduced.] 

In this context the European Central Bank (ECB) became involved in the Italian emergency budget of that year to the point that Italy was effectively placed under tutelage, and it also involved itself in the identification of broader structural reforms. Indeed, in early November 2011 Reuters reported that an agreement had been reached between Italy and the EU for both the EU and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) to monitor the country’s progress on pensions, labour and structural reforms.[endnoteRef:2] Then it was all rather shocking, now it appears to have become the norm. Since 2011, through successive Prime Ministers – Monti, Letta and Renzi – the monitoring of the Italian case has been intense, primarily through the vehicle of the EU stability pact and its requirements.  [2:  ‘Italy agrees to IMF/EU Monitoring reform progress – EU source’, Reuters, 4 November 2011: http://www.reuters.com/article/2011/11/04/g20-italy-imf-idUSL6E7M409I20111104. ] 

Seen in this light, the reforming zeal of Matteo Renzi since his appointment as Prime Minister of Italy at the beginning of 2014, and the programme of constitutional reform he has been taking forward, may look like an obvious outcome of the EU-Italy relationship and the intensity of the monitoring process. However, even if pressures from the EU have been undeniable, there is a very different (primarily national) story surrounding institutional reform in Italy. In the first place, although occasionally picking up on pre-existing agendas and forwarding these as recommendations (e.g. the abolition of the provinces) the EU has rarely got into the detail of what political institutional arrangements would work best for particular countries – it is content to identify performance (‘outcome’) issues and leave the country to identify the detail of the reforms necessary to improve the performance. Second, institutional reform in Italy, has, in any case, a national pedigree that long pre-dates EU interventionism in national affairs. Indeed, it is impossible to understand the scale of what Renzi is attempting or to evaluate his chances of success unless viewed through the prism of the last two decades of national politics – and specifically the successive failed attempts to achieve a reform of the Italian political system. Pressures from the EU have simply added to long-standing national political pressures to achieve reform; at the same time it is the national context, and the legacy of reform failure, which acts as the main context within which Renzi’s attempts will succeed or fail.
The prism through which Renzi’s constitutional reform attempt should be viewed is best symbolized in two events, twenty two years apart. The first is President Cossiga’s highly controversial message on the urgent need for institutional reform sent to Parliament on 26 June 1991, less than a year before the so-called ‘earthquake’ elections of 1992. In that message, Cossiga,  charting the growth and development of Italy, the dysfunctionalism of Italy’s political system and the failures of institutional reform attempts since the 1980s, was ruthless in his criticism of the role of parties and their role in producing a ‘blocked democracy’. In contrast with other industrial democracies, he argued, the parties in Italy, rather than being intermediaries between civil and political society, had become instruments of defending the status quo, through an articulated and rather inappropriate management of power, creating a ‘party state’: parties were less organisations of consensus for institutional life than instruments of dominance over society. This, he claimed, had become the main cause of the disaffection of citizens with the political system. He saw institutional reform, therefore, as a means of improving the functioning of the political system and the nature of the political parties. He laid out the sort of institutional reforms that would be necessary and the different methods by which they could be achieved A three-day parliamentary debate took place on the President’s message in July 1991, following which the Presidents of the two houses sent a reply to the President thanking him for his intervention and expressing the Italian parliament’s aspiration for a rapid and effective solution to Italy’s institutional difficulties (Camera dei Deputati 1991: esp 14-17).
The second event is President Napolitano’s acceptance speech nearly twenty two years later on 23 April 2013, on being elected for an unprecedented second term of office as President of the Republic. The speech could almost have taken its cue from that of Cossiga two decades before for it consisted of a scathing attack on the political parties for their long-term failure to carry through long-need institutional reforms and improve the functioning of the political system. Napolitano lambasted the parties for years of ‘contradictions, delays, hesitations … calculations of expediency, tactical manoeuvres and instrumental moves’. The failure to reform the 2005 electoral law (passed by the Berlusconi government for what were widely regarded as tactical reasons) was described as ‘unforgivable’, especially as the Constitutional Court had called on the Parliament to review the clause that gave a bonus to the majority party irrespective of any threshold of seats or votes. He argued that this had helped to create fierce competition between parties to secure the premium, difficulties in forming a government after the election and further citizen disenchantment because of being unable to choose their representatives directly. Equally unforgiveable was to have done nothing about Part II of the Constitution, where ‘symmetric bicameralism’ appeared to be a ‘sacred cow’ and reforms of even a limited nature had been put together with great difficulty only to be subsequently sunk in parliament. 
These two very similar events, 22 years apart, both in periods marking highpoints in Italy’s political and economic difficulties in the European Union, symbolize the unusual attention given to institutions and their reform in Italy, the abject failure of the political class to achieve such reform and the depth of the crisis of institutions in Italy today. Comparatively, it is rare to find a country where, when political and economic difficulties reach a high point, structural, institutional reform is identified as an immediate and urgent priority. It is also rare to find a country where such an issue has dominated the agenda for more than two decades. 
This paper evaluates Renzi’s constitutional reform programme by assessing it against the main reasons for its failure to be achieved in the past two decades. The first section outlines the scale of those failures against the expectations of the putative reformers of the early 1990s, while at the same time emphasizing the paradox of the scale of change that has nonetheless occurred to in the functioning of the political system in the same period. The subsequent two sections identify two main causes for failure: the intense politicization of the issue and the failure to find an effective process or procedure to carry through the reform. Renzi’s proposed constitutional reforms are then analysed from these perspectives to identify what is different about them and his approach generally. It is argued that Renzi’s programme of reform and its approach does differ to those of his predecessors in ways that increase the possibility of successful achievement, although the outcome remains highly uncertain. 

The Failure to Achieve Institutional Reform over Two Decades
The failures to achieve institutional reform in Italy are long-standing (Bull and Pasquino 2009). In the 1970s and 1980s, the focus was on correct the perceived dysfunctionalism of the system. In the early 1990s, on the back of the dramatic political changes that swept through Italian politics, the focus shifted to reform institutions in such a way that they reinforced the new majoritarian tendencies in the system.  Moreover, the expectations by the mid-1990s were more than just that these would be achieved, it was almost as if, for many, they were inevitable. For many politicians and commentators the Italian political system was ‘in transition’ and it therefore made sense, if not was inevitable, that such a transition should be completed with a constitutional revision (Bull 2012). This increased the impact of the failures when they came, and there were many: the Bicamerale (1997-98); two referenda on electoral reform (1999 and 2000); the centre-right’s constitutional project of 2005 (defeated in a referendum in 2006); the Progetto Violante (2007); the Berlusconi government’s commitments to constitutional and electoral reform in 2008; the commitment of the Monti government to constitutional and electoral reform; and the Letta government’s attempt to carry through a constitutional reform package following the establishment of this as its raison d’être by President Napolitano.
Overall the record is damning. In the twenty years since the early 1990s, five of the seven reform attempts have involved wide-ranging institutional reform and constitutional revision (the other two not getting further than being a part of governments’ programmes). What makes this record all the more dismal is that the broad consensus amongst the political class has not been limited to a recognition of the inadequacy of the existing institutional framework and the necessity to reshape it in a ‘majoritarian’ direction, but also on the type of reforms that would be necessary. From the Bicamerale through to Renzi, the emphasis (with some exceptions) has been on: ending symmetric bicameralism; streamlining the legislative process; reducing the size of parliament; modifying the relations between the executive and legislature; consolidating the power of the Prime Minister; modifying the role of the President; devolution; and electoral reform to consolidate bipolarism and the reduced number of parties. Yet, the (apparent) consensus has been insufficient to see much of this agenda achieved.
	This is not to suggest, of course, that no change in the functioning of the political system has occurred. On the contrary, there is a certain paradox at work here, since it could be argued that it is precisely in the past two decades that the political system has undergone significant change and reform. The crisis of the early 1990s ushered in unprecedented changes to Italian politics and the political system in Italy today is significantly different to the political system of the pre-1990s period. These changes have been significant in relation to the political parties, the party system, party government (and specifically alternation in government and stability of governments), the link between electoral outcome and government formation, the relationship between the executive and the legislature (in a ‘government-centred’ direction), policy-making capacity, the role of the Prime Minister, administrative organization, decentralization, privatization and so on (for a summary see Bull forthcoming a). 
Furthermore, it could be argued that, in some areas, there has been not so much an absence as an excess of institutional reforms. For example, there have been four substantial territorial reforms since 1996, with a fifth reform now underway, and two electoral reforms since 1993, with a third reform now underway. The territorial reforms of 1996-2001 brought into effect a significant decentralization of the Italian political system which could have developed further if the necessary legislative decrees had been passed on the back of the May 2009 ‘framework law’ on fiscal federalism (Massetti and Toubeau 2013: 373-6). And the impact of the electoral reform of 1993-94 on the party system was of sufficient scale as to prove to be impossible to reverse through its successor reform (in 2005) in terms of a broad reshaping of the political system and its functioning. Seen overall, if we adopt Lijphart’s (1999) typology, the Italian political system in the post-war period until the 1990s could accurately be described as ‘consensual’ rather than ‘majoritarian’  and the changes of the last two decades have pushed it clearly in a ‘majoritarian’ direction (Morlino, 2013).
However, while there has, undeniably, been a shift in a majoritarian direction, neither the extent nor the durability of the changes should be overstated. Many of them are largely conjunctural rather than structural in nature, and therefore fragile. Indeed, some of them (use of decree legislation, votes of confidence, maxi-amendments) resemble precisely the sort of practices derided in the so-called First Republic. They represent adjustments to changes in the parties and party system (as well as the electoral system) which themselves are unstable and changing. The parties remain polarized and relatively high in number. The electoral reforms of 1993-94 (which introduced a ‘mixed’ electoral system) were widely regarding as not meeting expectations. Indeed, it was argued by some that, as a mixed system, it had delivered the worst aspects of both the proportional and plurality models. Yet, the subsequent 2005 electoral reform was deeply unpopular and, in any case, was declared unconstitutional by the Constitutional Court in December 2013, so it has to be changed before the next elections (or return automatically to proportionality).
The parties themselves remain in a state of considerable flux, undermining predictability in terms of the future development of the party system, as evidenced in the outcome to the 2013 elections: a hung parliament with a quarter of the vote going to an anti-establishment party, the Five Star Movement. Governments since the 1990s have expressed a stronger will to lead the legislative process but, at the same time, ‘parliament continues to be shaped by a structure and procedures that favour fragmentation and induce individual MPs into exploiting legislative decrees, and forcing parliament’s hand, and sometimes that of its own majority, with last-minute maxi-amendments and votes of confidence’ (Vassallo 2007: 703). Analyses of policy performance over time confirm the rather ephemeral and unstable nature of the trend towards more effective majoritarian-based government, with marked differences not only between different governments but within the same government during its term of office where ‘centrifugal forces in the system cause government instability’  (Conti 2012: 14). And the persistence of symmetric bicameralism makes it difficult for reforms to be passed – or to be passed as originally intended. Finally, the great decentralist drive of the 1990s/2000s appears now to have run its course. The large number of corruption scandals in regional governments and the poverty of the political class has led to current proposals to bring back some powers to the national level and to abolish the provinces.
Of course, this sort of situation is not unique since all political systems function according to a mix of structural and non-structural factors. However, the Italian case probably stands out for the degree of change the political system has undergone (from ‘consensualism’ towards ‘majoritarianism’) on the basis of a mix of (incoherent) structural and non-structural factors, with an absence of compatible structural reforms to complete the process. The development of adversarial politics has allowed the system to overcome the chief failure of the ‘First Republic’: to achieve alternation in government. At the same time, these changes, if analysed along the different dimensions of the two Lijphart models of democracy (consensus v. majoritarian), remain partial and incomplete, leaving Italy in a kind of hybrid state of ‘adjustment and stalemate’ (Morlino 2013: 338). 
	What explains this stalemate? What explains the failure to achieve institutional reform? Two factors should be highlighted: the degree of politicisiation of the issue and the failure to find an effective process or procedure to achieve institutional reform.

Politics and Partisanship at the Heart of Institutional Reform
It is worth remembering that the principal changes caused to the functioning of the post-war political system in the 1990s were not an outcome of any action taken by the political parties. The meltdown and transformation of the parties and party system were a first consequence of ‘long-term international and domestic pressures being placed on the old order’ (Bull and Newell 2005: 16). The two electoral reforms of 1991 (abolishing preferences) and 1993 (shifting from plurality to proportionality for the Senate) were wrested from an unwilling political class in a state of demise and disarray. Indeed, the parties’ resistance to any reforms that might threaten their power base was underlined by their indifferent and negative reaction to President Cossiga’s message to the parliament following the outcome of the first referendum in 1991 (see above). Yet, the bipolarising impact on the party system of the electoral reforms secured by popular referendum was such that institutional reform would never remain off the agenda for long. For an institutional framework originally designed to guard against the dangers of majority rule, the bipolarizing pressures became apparent. More importantly, the two main parties (the Democratic Party of the Left and Forza Italia) could both see potential advantages of consolidating the new tendencies within the system through institutional reform. Yet political party interest consistently tended to trump all other considerations. The outcome was that partisanship either defeated proposed reforms or produced poor reforms based on political compromises. For example, the reforms proposed by the Bicamerale were widely perceived to be poorly conceived compromises of parties primarily concerned with protecting their own interests: (Pasquino 2000: 110). Moreover, the defeat of its proposals in parliament in 1998 (by Forza Italia’s withdrawal of support for the project) was widely put down to Berlusconi’s failure to convince the commission to accept proposals that would have circumscribed the role of the judiciary (which he accused of conducting a leftist witch hunt against him). 
When Berlusconi tried his own hand at reform in 2005, he experienced fierce opposition from the centre-left from the outset. The reform was widely viewed as the product of an unwieldy set of political compromises between the different parties of the governing coalition and therefore technically deficient, if not dangerous (Sartori 2006: 54-5). One of those compromises involved, as a separate matter, re-introducing proportionality into the electoral law, which was a price specifically demanded by the centrist Union of the Democratic Centre (UDC) for its votes in favour of the constitutional reform. The resistance of the ‘proportionalists’ to majoritarianism had already been witnessed in two popular referenda of 1999 and 2000 on the electoral system (see above). For Berlusconi, such a compromise was easy to reach since it was evident – from the 2005 regional elections and opinion polls – that the centre-left would win the 2006 national elections, and a new electoral law allowed him (through granting a 25% bonus to the winning coalition) to place a cap on the size of the likely centre-left victory. This unashamedly partisan reform was dubbed by Roberto Calderoli himself (the Minister responsible) as a porcata (pig’s dinner) (Baldini 2011: 654-5).[endnoteRef:3]   [3:  Which is why (since the 1993 reform had been dubbed the Mattarellum after its chief protagonist Mattarella) Sartori humorously dubbed this the Porcellum. ] 

The combination of the passage of constitutional and electoral reform in this manner ensured a complete entanglement between the partisan political struggle and constitutional reform (Bull 2007). The centre-left opposition secured an abrogative referendum on the reform, which took place in June 2006 only two months after the national elections under the new electoral law. The political parties consequently lined up for or against the referendum according to coalition lines, and a referendum on one of the most significant reforms since the birth of the Republic became little more than a political instrument of the two coalitions, the constitutional reform proposals eventually being defeated (61.7% against 38.3% on a turnout of 53.7%).
Enrico Letta’s attempt to revise the Constitution was also defeated by political developments. His bill, filibustered by the anti-establishment opposition, the Movimento 5 Stelle (Five Star Movement), survived two readings in the Senate and one in the Chamber of Deputies, but it never emerged from one of the Chamber’s committees to which it was sent on 21 November. Earlier, on 2 October, following a decision by Berlusconi that his five PDL (Popolo della Libertà) ministers should resign from the government, the Letta government won a confidence vote with the support of Berlusconi’s deputy, Angelino Alfano, and his followers. On 15 November (six days before the bill was sent to the relevant committee of the Chamber) Berlusconi’s Freedom Party (PDL, Popolo della Libertà) split in two, Alfano forming a new party, the New Centre Right (NCD, Nuovo Centro Destra), Berlusconi re-founding his old party, Forza Italia, which then withdrew its support for the bill, meaning it could no longer secure the requisite two-thirds majority (Wolff 2014).
If politics can produce stagnation, it can also produce excess. Those sectors – electoral reform, territorial reforms - which have seen an excess of reforms can be explained precisely by the largely partisan nature of the motivations. Electoral reform has been characterized by what Baldini (2011: 660) has called ‘electoral reform cycles’, where political elites carry through reform, prompting a backlash from the public and further reform. Territorial reforms have essentially been the result of the ability of the Northern League to force the two coalitions to adopt an electoral logic. This has given ‘territorial reforms a strongly partisan flavor and heightened the salience of the territorial dimension in mainstream political competition’ (Massetti and Toubeau 2013: 376). The most significant territorial reform in the last twenty years, for example, that of the centre-left’s revision of Title V of the Constitution in 1999, was widely regarded as prompted by a partisan agenda (ibid.: 367-8) and denounced as such. It resulted in the centre-right petitioning a ‘confirmative’ referendum (made possible since the reform had not been passed with a two-thirds majority) which played out in much the same political manner as the referendum on the Berlusconi reform seven years later (except on this occasion the Italian people approved the reform in October 2001, albeit on a very low turnout of 34%). 

Process: the Search for an Effective Method to Achieve Institutional Reform
The second factor which explains the failure to achieve institutional reform relates to the difficulty of finding an agreeable method or procedure to reform the Constitution. Several different methods have been tried, several of them controversial, with the method or process of reform being subject to as much debate as the substance of the reform itself.
At the beginning of the institutional reform debate a consensus was established that reform should only be carried through on the basis of wide-ranging consultation and ideally agreement between the political parties, to act as a form of safeguard on an issue of such importance. This inspired the approach of the Bozzi and Iotti-De Mita Commissions in the 1980s and early 1990s as well as that of the Bicamerale in the late 1990s. The limitations of this approach in a context of intense political partisanship and disagreement became abundantly clear, and when the failure of the Bicamerale occurred the prospects of ever achieving institutional reform on that basis looked remote. 
	The centre-left’s revision of Title V of the Constitution in 1999 brought such an approach to an end, since the government decided to push through the reform on the back of its own majority, against the explicit opposition of the centre-right which tried unsuccessfully to overturn the reform via referendum. This effectively treated constitutional law as being no different to ordinary law, implicitly breaking its sacrosanct nature. It also set a precedent whose dangers became apparent when the centre-right subsequently came into office on a sweeping majority and, in 2005, set about rewriting a third of the Constitution  and passing it through parliament on the back of its majority. Worse, the government used article 138 of the Constitution to bundle the different proposals together to be voted en bloc i.e. the individual articles making up the bill could not be voted upon separately. Stripped of the procedural consensus (that constitutional reform should be the outcome of wide-ranging consultation across political forces), the naked political ambition at the heart of the debate was exposed, as witnessed in the entanglement of the 2006 referendum with the national elections that year. 
	A third method was tried by Enrico Letta who adopted an approach shaped by the status of his government (Bull, forthcoming b). The government was born out of a crisis which saw the President lambast the parties for their failures in the area of institutional reform, and who set in train a quasi-technical process which brought together a ‘grand coalition’ and effectively circumscribed the autonomy of the government by mapping out its goals, one of which would be institutional reform, which was mapped out by the President’s advisers (the ‘ten wise men’) and became a raison d’être of the government itself. On this basis, Letta decided to try and short-cut the constitutional process through passing a draft law (no. 813) which modified one of the key provisions in Article 138 of the Constitution (which requires constitutional amendments to be passed by each House after two successive debates at intervals of three months) to just over a month, as well as including other provisions to ensure that the reform would be implemented within eighteen months of the law being passed.
If this was Letta’s way of attempting to ensure that institutional reform was finally achieved, paradoxically it ensured the bill’s failure. In view of the wide scope of the Committee’s brief  - the examination and reform of Titles I, II, III and V of the Constitution pertaining to the form of state, government and bicameralism, as well as considering the proposals (under ordinary legislation) for reform of the electoral system – the procedural provisions of the ddl were highly controversial and led to a long filibuster by the anti-establishment Movimento 5 Stelle (which regarded the modification of article 138 as a violation of the Constitution). This slowed down its approval. The bill was approved twice by the Senate and once by the Chamber of Deputies, to which it was referred for its second reading, but by then political developments (the split in Berluscon’s party and his withdrawal of support) had transpired to kill off the bill.

The Renzi Constitutional Reform Project and its Prospects
Seen through the prism of the past two decades, therefore, the prospects for Renzi succeeding appear to pale considerably. Why should Renzi succeed when so many others before him have failed against expectations? How can Renzi overcome the inherently political nature of the institutional reform debate? And how can he find an effective method or process carry through his reform programme? If we look at the past year’s experience from the experiences of the past, in relation to these two issues (politics and process), and assess progress made, it provides us with an idea of the likely prospects of this reform finally being achieved. 
Politically, Renzi is in a significantly dominant position and has invested his own political and personal resources into achieving reform (something which has also led to expectations never being so high since the Bicamerale started its work in 1997). On 8 December 2013, three days before Letta declared his institutional reform bill dead, Renzi (then the Mayor of Florence) was elected leader of the PD with an overwhelming majority (67.6% of the party against 18.2% for Gianni Cuperlo and 14.2% for Giuseppe Civati). Less than a month later, on 2 January 2014, Renzi published via his website an open letter to the main political forces, proposing three possible alternatives to the existing electoral system and inviting them to discuss this and constitutional reforms. Rebuffed by the leader of the M5S, Beppe Grillo (who continued to take a hard-line stance of non-cooperation with all the so-called establishment parties), Renzi nevertheless received a positive response from the leader of Forza Italia, Silvio Berlusconi. The two met on 18 January at the PD Headquarters and reached an agreement on institutional reform dubbed the Patto di Nazareno (Nazareno Pact). The agreement was approved by the PD’s National Assembly on 20 January with an overwhelming majority (11 in favour, none against and 34 abstentions), although the President of the PD (the leftist, Gianni Cuperlo) expressed his reservations and subsequently resigned his position. Forza Italia never voted on the pact, despite some members expressing their reservations. 
This pact almost certainly hastened Letta’s demise. Despite assurances to the contrary, Renzi, within a couple of months manoeuvred to oust Letta, arguing that the Prime Minister had failed to secure needed reforms, had not acted quickly enough to stimulate a stagnant economy and that a change of government was needed to end a period of uncertainty. The PD, in a vote on 13 February, withdrew its support for Letta who resigned shortly after, with Renzi forming a new government on 22 February, with institutional reform at the heart of its programme. 
Although he did not become Prime Minister as a result of a national election, Renzi’s high political stock was further boosted by an outstanding election victory for the Democratic Party in the June 2014 European elections, where the party obtained over 40% of the vote, giving it a form of legitimacy to govern. He therefore exercises an unquestionable command over his party. Renzi said that, ‘I don’t believe there is a another leader in Europe who can say they have as many votes as the Democratic party in Italy, no one … [not] even Angela Merkel’ (quoted in Sanderson and Segreti, 2014). In any case, the situation produced by the 2013 national elections – a hung parliament through the failure of the PD to obtain a majority in the Senate – and the refusal of one of the three main political forces (M5S) to countenance a coalition with any of the other political forces, has led to the recognition that, at this juncture, there was no real alternative to a Renzi-led government. His leadership is, compared to the centre-left leaders before him, modern and distinctive, dynamic and forceful, based on decisiveness, confrontation with adversaries and good communication skills (Bordingnon 2014). Finally, the urgent need for both economic and political reforms (and the fact that an electoral reform must be passed before the next elections are held if a ‘default’ electoral system is not to come into operation), combined with continuing pressure from President Napolitano and th EU, have helped maintain a degree of momentum and support behind his programme of reform.
Reinforcing his political dominance, Renzi has devised an approach to institutional reform which differs from those of his predecessors in several key aspects (Vigevani 2014: 61-2). The first is that, unlike so many of his predecessors, he decided not to go down the road of establishing special procedures to achieve constitutional reform, through for example, setting up a special Constitutional Commission charged with the task of drafting a set of reforms, with all the complications of choosing representatives of the various political forces. Renzi decided simply to follow the normal process of constitutional revision as provided for in Article 138 of the Constitution.
Second, to fill this gap, he did not simply make the government an active proponent in the reform process, but made its tenure dependent on its programmatic achievement. The government’s raison d’être was, therefore, the achievement of this reform. True, so was Letta’s. However, there were important differences. Letta’s raison d’être was effectively externally-determined (by President Napolitano and the special Commission he set up to consider the reforms that Italy needed). Moreover, the resulting proposals were highly generic in nature and meant to act as a guide. Finally, Letta kept the reform process at an arm’s length from the government itself by establishing a further special commission to do the drafting. In contrast, Renzi not only made his government’s survival dependent on achievement of the programme, but made the government (or the executive) the chief initiator of the legislative proposals. Finally, those proposals were not generic but highly specific in nature. The commitment then was not just to constitutional reforms but to a specific set of reforms, as outlined in his speeches to the chambers seeking confidence (and where, in line with those proposals, he indicated to the Senate on 24 February 2014, that he wished to be the last Prime Minister to seek confidence from that house).  
A comparison, nevertheless, might be drawn with Berlusconi’s constitutional reform project of 2005 which, after all, was controversial precisely because it was a government-initiated and promoted project. However, this points to the third difference in Renzi’s approach which is how he has managed his project politically. Berlusconi launched his project expressly as one of the governing majority, confident that the majority would hold together to see it pass, which it did. It was vehemently opposed by the centre-left opposition which secured a popular referendum in order to defeat it. Renzi never had the luxury of such a national majority and operated at the elite level by forging an agreement with one of the main leaders of the opposition (Berlusconi: the other, Grillo, refused to collaborate) which he saw as essential to the reform ever having a chance of being passed. This was a highly controversial and criticized move at the time, but it proved to be indispensable to the progress of the reform.
A fourth difference concerns the specific content of the proposed reforms which has pitched this project somewhere between a ‘great reform’ and ‘constitutional gardening’ (although closer to the former). Besides the electoral reform (which was non-constitutional) which was aimed at producing clear electoral winners and greater governmental stability, the cornerstones of the proposals were, broadly speaking, two-fold: first, the ending of ‘syncrhonic bicameralism’ (where both chambers have equal powers) through a radical reform of the Senate, alongside other important changes, which would strengthen the role of the government in the legislative process, reshape the use of governing by decrees (and their parliamentary conversion), and abolish the National Council of Economy and Labour; second a revision of the distribution of powers between State and regions, overturning the constitutional revision of 2001, and returning certain powers to the State. These proposals were buttressed by a longstanding vision to promote bipolarisation and majoritarianism (as reiterated in Renzi’s ‘Open Letter’ of 6 August 2014 to all Members of Parliament of the majority (Renzi 2014). 
On the one hand, there is no doubt that the overall impact of these reforms would be dramatic (see below) and mark a significant change in the functioning of the Italian political system. In that respect, this was much more than simple constitutional gardening or maintenance. Indeed, the bill for constitutional reform which was presented to the Senate on 8 April 2014 was made up of 35 articles and would have the effect of amending 44 articles of the current Constitution (and that actually approved by Senate increased both figures). On the other hand, in being so specific and targeted, Renzi avoided what might be described as the ‘curse of the great reform’. When the ‘great reform’ was attempted in the past, its inherent procedural weakness was paradoxically its ambitious or unlimited scope. This meant either that key reforms that might be agreed in most areas could end being sunk if an agreement failed in others (e.g. Berlusconi’s withdrawal of support for the Bicamerale proposals was widely put down to their failure to deal with the judiciary in the way he wanted) or that extra reforms could be added to the package as part of the negotiations, making the overall package unwieldy and incoherent. Renzi, by contrast, staked everything on a set of specific reforms whose combined magnitude was still considerable.
Progress since January 2014 with his proposals has been more impressive than that achieved by his immediate predecessors (Letta, Monti), although still slower than originally anticipated. The ‘Nazareno Pact’ constituted an agreement on the broad parameters of institutional reform and on the legislative bills that were written: electoral reform, ending ‘perfect bicameralism’ largely through changes to the Senate, and amending Title V of the Constitution regulating the distribution of powers between the central and regional governments. It is worth looking at the nature of the proposals in these three areas and their progress in more detail.
The proposed new electoral system (dubbed the ‘Italicum’) would be based on closed party lists (males and females alternating in priority), thresholds for parties to obtain representation in parliament (5% for parties which are part of a coalition, 8% for parties running by themselves and 12% for coalitions), with a premium (bonus) to any party or coalition winning 35% of the vote, giving it an outright parliamentary majority (and where no parties or coalitions achieved this, a second ballot would take place).  The electoral reform would end the possibility of the two chambers ending up with different majorities. The Senate would be reduced to a smaller indirectly elected Chamber (along the lines of Germany’s upper house, the Bundesrat), thus ending Italy’s anomaly of the two Houses having identical powers. Title V of the Constitution would be amended, returning to central government authority over transport and energy (currently devolved to regional governments). The Nazareno Pact provided the broad basis for the legislative bills that were formulated. 
The electoral reform bill was given approval by the Chamber of Deputies on 12 March 2014. The thresholds contained in the legislation were marginally different to those stated in the Pact, both for the premium (which was raised to 37% from 35%) and for parties not part of a coalition to enter parliament (which was lowered from 5% to 4.5%). However, on reaching the Senate, the bill was subject to intense (re-) negotiation between the different parties over the issues of preferences, single member constituencies and the thresholds for entering parliament (both for coalitions and parties not attached to coalitions). The PD itself wished to change the thresholds for entry into parliament as well as the premium. These disagreements continued throughout the year, despite further meetings between Renzi and Berlusconi on 6 August and 12 November 2014, although the latter meeting appeared to produce a tentative agreement on the legislation continuing its parliamentary course on the basis of revised thresholds which had been agreed inside the PD earlier that month (40% and 4%), although not on whether the premium should go to the largest party (as Renzi wants) or the largest coalition (as wanted by Berlusconi).  Beyond this, the parties themselves remain internally divided on detailed aspects of the electoral law.
A more significant problem has been the phasing of this reform in view of the fact that it was to be accompanied by a reform of the Senate which would remove its directly-elected nature. In addition, there was a concern amongst the opposition parties that if the electoral reform were to be approved well in advance of the constitutional reform, then it would provide an incentive to Renzi to call early elections (i.e. before the end of the legislature in 2018). The electoral reform, at this stage, therefore only applies to the Chamber of Deputies, and the government, in January 2015, sought to allay concerns by delaying the activation of any approved electoral law until September 2016, by which time the Senate reform should have been implemented. The government expects the reform of the Senate to be completed (referendum included) by June 2016, but if this were not to happen, the Italicum would be ready to be used by September of that year. The government also reaffirmed its intention to remain in office for the entire legislature (until 2018).
Regarding the other two elements (reform of the Senate and Title V of the Constitution), the Renzi cabinet approved a draft law on 31 March 2014 and presented it to the Senate on 8 April 2014 (first to its Constitutional Affairs Committee and then to the Senate itself). The heart of the bill was made up of two elements: first, a radical reform of the Senate; second, an overhaul of Title V of the Constitution.
In relation to the Senate, the bill’s aim was to end bicameralism by identifying in one directly elected Chamber the function of representing the nation, providing political leadership and controlling (through placing confidence in or removing it from) the executive. In this model, the Senate would be transformed into a body which acts as ‘a link between the State and the group of local authorities and as a guarantor for the balance of the institutional system’ (from the original bill, quoted in Vigevani 2014: 66). Its downgrading was apparent in its indirectly-elected nature, the removal of the guarantee of immunity for Senator, and its new proposed name: the ‘Senato delle autonomie’ (‘Senate of the sub-national authorities’). The Senate was to have 122 members representing the local authorities: 21 Regional Presidents and 21 Mayors of the main cities, plus 40 regional councilors elected by the regional assemblies, and 40 mayors elected by an electoral body composed of mayors of the regional. In addition, the President of the Republic could appoint up to 21 distinguished citizens for a period of seven years.
In keeping with its indirectly-elected nature and its role as representing sub-national authorities, the Senate was to have much more limited functions. The existing bicameral procedure would only apply for matters such as constitutional laws and reforms, laws regarding the protection of linguistic minorities, referendums, ratification of European Union treaties and laws regarding the regulation of local bodies. For all other laws, the Chamber of Deputies would make the decision, although there would be a role of consultation for the Senate. A bill passed by the Chamber would go to the Senate which would examine it only if a third of its members request to do so within ten days, and in which case the Senate then would have 30 days to propose any changes. The Chamber of Deputies may accept or reject these proposals but its decision would be final. Finally, the Senate’s role as ‘guarantor’ can be seen in: its (equal) participation in constitutional reform, its ability to secure the re-examination by the Chamber of any other legislation already approved, its power to appoint two constitutional judges, and its participation in the election of the President of the Republic and a third of the elected members of the High Council of the Judiciary. Overall, there is little doubt that, under the proposals, the Senate is placed in a subordinate position in relation to the Chamber. 
The second part of the reform – that of Title V of the Constitution – is an essential part of the package, insofar as the proposed overhaul in the distribution of competences between State and Region is closely linked to the establishment of a new Senate representative of the Regions: ‘The participation of local authorities in the legislative procedure at national level is the political price of re-dimensioning the legislative and administrative autonomy of the ordinary Regions and of the return of many legislative and regulatory duties to the State’ (Vigevani 2014: 75-6). The category of ‘concurrent’ legislative competences is to be eliminated, and a number of competences assigned to the Region in the centre-left’s 2011 constitutional reform are to be returned to the national level. The Regions would retain some exclusive legislative powers, although the reform grants the centre the power to intervene when the national interest is perceived to be at stake. In short, the reform entails a clear centralist shift, although the extent of this shift will depend on exactly how the new Senate’s role as representative of the Regions were to develop in practice.  The provinces would disappear from the constitutional text.
 The government bill proved to be highly controversial in the Senate. There were months of fierce resistance and trench warfare from Senators opposed to the bill. The bill was eventually passed on 8 August 2014 with 183 votes in favour. However, the M5S, Northern League and the left-wing SEL (Sinistra, Ecologia, Libertà) refused to vote and left the Chamber in protest at the way in which nearly 8,000 amendments had effectively been bypassed. Afterwards, Renzi tweeted, ‘…nobody can hold back the transformation that was initiated today.’ 
The bill that emerged from the Senate, however, embodied many changes from the original draft mainly in relation to the role of the Senate, although these were not so extensive as to change the essential thrust of the legislation. The changes recovered a small margin of ‘balance’ between the Chambers and muddying further the already less-than-clear role of the Senate as ‘representative’ of sub-national authorities. Parliamentary immunity for Senators was restored, the name of the body was changed to the ‘Senate of the Republic’ and its composition was changed. There would be a 100 Senators, 95 of whom would be representatives of sub-national authorities and only 5 nominated by the President of the Republic. The 95 would be elected by regional councils, 74 from among their own members and 21 from among the mayors This would turn the Senate into a house represented almost solely by the Regions, which some feel could undermine the development of its role as ‘guarantor’.
The road ahead remains a long one: the bill has to go to both houses twice and will then almost certainly have to face a constitutional referendum, since it will not secure the requisite three-quarters majority in parliament.
	
Conclusion
Renzi’s approach to achieving institutional reform has been different to previous attempts. Rather than engaging in wide-ranging, cross-party consultation to arrive at a set of proposals and rather than formulating a set of proposals purely inside the party and attempting to ram them through, Renzi has attempted to forge an alliance, at the elite level, across party lines with one of the main parties of the opposition, around a specific set of reforms. The goal is to ensure that there is an adequate majority in parliament to get the reform approved, even if it will then need to go to a referendum. 
At the same time, Renzi has not attempted to ‘shield’ this programme of reform from politics by treating it as ‘above politics’ and distant from his own government. Rather, he has attempted explicitly to make politics work for the reform programme. Renzi’s very ousting of Letta was a political operation as was the  ‘Nazareno Pact’ which has been described from within his own party as a ‘pact with the devil’, because of Berlusconi’s reputation for having a fickle nature on institutional reform (having defeated attempts in both 1998 and 2013 through a change in mind). The dependence on Berlusconi is enhanced by the fact that, in a parliament comprising three main parties, one of them (M5S) refuses to collaborate in any way with the others. Yet, this far it has constituted the axis on which the reform programme has been able to proceed. This guarantees nothing, of course, especially as the PD and FI are both divided internally over details in the bill.
The future of institutional reform remains, therefore, uncertain. And in the meantime, Europe beckons. On 13 January, Renzi will make his end of term speech to the European Parliament; on 15 January, the Vice President of the Commission, Jyrki Katainen (responsible for growth and competitiveness) will visit Rome; and on 22 January Angela Merkel will visit Florence. At the end of the month, Renzi will have to submit a report to the Commission on progress with his economic and structural reforms, and in March the Commission will re-examine the state of the Italian accounts. If the resounding electoral victory last May bought Renzi some credibility (and time) with the Commission, the next three months will prove to be a test of the durability of this credibility.
Yet, whatever the pressures exerted from Europe, when it comes to institutional reform they are unlikely to have a direct effect. In this arena, the national context is predominant, and this is nothing but unpredictable. The Renzi-Berlusconi pact, the rapid transition between the Letta and Renzi governments and Renzi’s youth and apparent dynamism fuelled new expectations about the achievability of institutional reform, and in many respects Italy appears closer to achieving that elusive goal than at any time previously in the past two decades. Yet, it should be remembered that the fresh expectations generated by Renzi’s election in early 2014 overshadowed the sheer scale of the failure of the Letta government against similar expectations generated by the crisis of February 2013 and its resolution by the actions of President Napolitano. Even if the conditions pertaining to the Renzi government are very different to those of Letta, the snail-like pace of the institutional reform process in Italy subjects it to the full impact of political partisanship, making it hazardous to predict with any certainty its likely achievement … Renzi or no Renzi.
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