While on the path to reform, Renzi’s Italy may be losing sight of rights and minorities along the way.

The Paris terrorist attacks impose strong and immediate changes toward integration and anti-discrimination policies,  but the Italian Government is going exactly in the opposite direction.
Constitutional reform, labour reform, public administration reform. In less than two years of government, Renzi’s Italy has triggered a march of change that is certainly with few precedents in the history of the Italian Republic.

This makes it even more striking that despite so much determination and capacity for action, Italy is instead slowing its pace – if not actually moving backwards – in civil rights, individual freedoms, and respect for minorities.

But let us proceed in order.

In the previous government, with Enrico Letta, Josefa Idem – a member of the Chamber of Deputies and a former sports champion – was made Minister for Equal Opportunities for the part relating to women’s rights, LGBT issues, and people with disabilities, while the part relating to integration was assigned, for the first time in Italy, to a person of foreign origin: Cécile Kyenge. A parliamentary deputy of Congolese origin, Ms. Kyenge was immediately targeted by the country’s more conservative and reactionary factions for the colour of her skin, becoming the victim of attacks from xenophobic and right-wing deputies. 

With his government, Renzi decided to abandon making cabinet-level appointments in these matters. In fact, at present there is only a single political advisor, the MP Giovanna Martelli, with little possibility for manoeuvre.

There is a Department – the Department for Equal Opportunities – currently left without leadership, right when a € 60 million plan to combat violence against women is about to get underway. Moreover, this plan, given what is considered its excessively conservative and legalistic nature, has been a disappointment to much of civil society and gender associations.

Above all, UNAR – the only government body that is supposed to be dealing with human rights, tasked above all with struggling against and combating discrimination – has been without a director general since September.

Here, the affair is quite strange – almost disturbing.

It would in fact appear that former director De Giorgi was not reconfirmed in office because of having highlighted, with a formal letter, the offensive tones of a parliamentary deputy from the extreme Right, Giorgia Meloni, who basically stated that all Muslims are terrorists.

For many, however, lying behind the failure to reconfirm De Giorgi – and, with him, the 15 experts who made the office’s indispensable activity possible – is the intent to silence all the initiatives it was implementing for the rights of lesbians, gays, and transsexuals, starting with the LGBT Strategy that allowed Italy, for the first time, to embark on a process to modernize the country in these issues. And these are issues for which, according to the annual report by ILGA, the most important European NGO dealing with the human rights of homosexuals and transsexuals, Italy is the Western European country that offers the least protection, and has the most cases of discrimination.

At any rate, on civil unions, Italy is stuck with its leaders’ promise that a law will be made. But to date, the only certainty is that in Europe, of those that have no law, Italy is in the company only of Greece, Cyprus, Lithuania, Latvia, Poland, Slovakia, Bulgaria, and Romania.

The same situation is taking place for the National Strategy for Roma, which has been stalled for some time, and for the new programme for the 2014-2020 European Structural Funds which – although programming for the next 6 years was already done by the 15 experts who are now out of work – has been blocked, and there is no telling when it can get started again.
The feeling is that for Renzi, Equal Opportunities is only a hassle, a problem to be negotiated with the conservative wing of his government – with Angelino Alfano from the New Centre-Right, who has strong ties to the Vatican.

And in this game, unlike the others, the Italian Prime Minister has not shown his customary courage in wishing to do better, to do more, and to make up lost ground, while the other European countries have been taking steps forward towards greater equality and the protection of the rights of persons.

What a shame. Because there is no #italiadalsegno+ – “Italy with a positive sign,” to use a slogan dear to the Prime Minister – without the psychological and emotional well-being of all its citizens. All, and none excluded.

