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Lisbon Treaty implementation

Italy (Jacopo Leone)
Divergent views over Van Rompuy and Ashton seem largely negative in Italy
Jacopo Leone
Since his appointment as the new President of the European Council in November 2009, Herman Van
Rompuy has inspired sceptical comments and pessimistic analyses, both at the political level as well
as in the Italian media coverage. Indeed only few voices, although highly respected, have appeared to
reject this general negative opinion.
The Italian political leaders expressed common frustration on the appointment of Van Rompuy.
Pierluigi Bersani, leader of the main opposition party, has spoken of a “low profile” personality, which
symbolises a bad start for the EU after the ratification of the Lisbon Treaty.1 More prudent in his
statement has been the Italian Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi, who described the decision as “the
only possible compromise.”2
Moreover, a deep scepticism over the political figure of Van Rompuy also characterises the comments
in the Italian press and research community. The ‘opaque Flemish leader’ has often been judged as a
minimalist choice, lacking the strong personal authority which is deemed necessary to effectively
operate in a fragmented and confused EU.3 Van Rompuy’s nomination seemed, therefore, to suggest
a lack of political ambition, the loss of a truly pro-European sentiment among national leaders, and the
demise of any aspiration of global leadership by the EU.4
Despite this generally negative attitude, Mario Monti, former member of the European Commission,
judged the appointment of Van Rompuy in a rather optimistic way. In particular, Monti believes
President Van Rompuy to be the right man to further the construction of the European project, and to
create political consensus and mediate between divergent national interests.5 As another respected
commentator wrote, “the relatively low profile of Van Rompuy fits perfectly well with the wording of the
Lisbon Treaty”,6 since the very limited role attributed to the President of the European Council focuses
mainly on the creation of political synthesis and institutional continuity.7
Recent events seemed to mirror this divergence of views over President Van Rompuy. If, on the one
hand, his speech at the College of Europe in Bruges (Belgium) received positive comments in the
Italian press,8 his leadership has been considered, on the other hand, unconvincing in response to the
current Greek economic crisis.9
However, the main problem behind these evaluations seems to remain the new institutional framework
introduced by the Lisbon Treaty, which, by maintaining the rotating presidency system alongside the
new President of the European Council, risks to create a paralysed EU in the exercise of its powers.10
In Italy, the reactions to the appointment of Catherine Ashton as the new High Representative of the
Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy have been mainly negative. Indeed, the news that the
Italian candidate, Massimo D’Alema from the Socialist Party and backed by the government for the
position of High Representative, was defeated aroused pessimistic and frustrated comments. Romano
Prodi, former President of the European Commission and former Italian Prime Minister, confessed to
be shocked by the choice of Ashton, a decision he qualified as ‘mind-blowing’.11 Giuliano Amato, a
respected Italian political figure, suggested that a logic of compensation and self-serving national
interests had prevailed, which would negatively influence the future of the European project.12
Unquestionably, the first months as High Representative have represented a troublesome period for
Ashton. Probably due to the vast range of her duties, her performance has been widely criticised in the
Italian public debate – in reference to, for example, her absence from Haiti after the earthquake, or her
comment regarding the possibility of a common EU seat at the UN Security Council.13 However, on a
different note rests Franco Frattini, current Italian Foreign Minister and former European
Commissioner, who expressed on several occasions his support and appreciation for Ashton.14
Although the general view of Ashton remains sceptical, the post of High Representative in its “doublehat” design appears to present some institutional difficulties in itself. Indeed, the effort to create a
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“single voice” for EU external relations and a better coordination of policies ranging from development
aid to commerce gives Ashton an almost unmanageable amount of responsibilities, and makes it often
hard to address them successfully. As suggested, the High Representative faces an “heroic
mission”,15 with the ambitious aim to achieve a political cohesion within a still fragmented European
foreign and security policy. Moreover, a new institutional balance needs to be reached. That both
Ashton and the President of the Commission José Manuel Barroso sent a message of condolence
after the earthquake in Chile of February 2010 without previously consulting each other seems to
represent, in a harmless way, the difficulties faced by the EU during the process of creating a coherent
and coordinated voice.16
During the last months, the Italian debate on the establishment of a European External Action Service
(EEAS) has been rather meagre. Probably due to the technical nature of this topic, the Italian press
and media have only briefly covered its institutional progress, primarily highlighting the political
difficulties inherent to the attainment of a shared EU position, which the High Representative Ashton
has to ultimately facilitate.17
On the political side, the Italian Foreign Minister Frattini continues to reaffirm his support for Ashton
and the creation of the EEAS, considered the main tool for a new European global identity.18
Nevertheless, what emerged within the Italian research community is a situation in which domestic
interests compete with each other for those positions and resources which the new diplomatic body
will introduce. As Sergio Romano, a well-known political analyst, wrote, only when the recruitment of
the European diplomatic personnel will be open and public could we overcome the present
fragmented and self-serving situation.19 Moreover, without a clear definition of its duties, the EEAS is
likely to further an incoherent system of representation, which is ultimately subdued by national
interests.20
The concept of an EU diplomatic service, in its rationale and intended aims, is largely perceived in a
favourable way. However, it is still unclear if the proposal pushed forward by Ashton on 25 March
2010 and partially modified on 26 April 2010 will be approved by all the European institutions involved,
and will thus be able to avoid the risk of an internal competition, enhancing the efficacy of the EU
external action.21
In Italy, the debate on the European Citizens’ Initiative (ECI) has registered little attention from either
the press or civil society, remaining largely confined to the national political institutions. In particular,
the committees of both the Senate (the upper chamber of the Italian parliament) and the Camera dei
Deputati (the lower chamber) have analysed the issue extensively and with widespread interest.
The result is a series of recommendations, fairly technical and selective, on the ECI procedures and
rules suggested by the European Commission in its proposal. A strong position is taken by Italian
representatives, for example, regarding the question of how many member states need to be
represented in a given ECI in order for it to be accepted. Although the Commission proposal set the
limit to 1/3 of the member states, Italian Members of Parliament (MPs) repeatedly expressed their
preference for a 1/4 threshold, in line with the position of the European Parliament.22 Moreover, the
four-month period in which the Commission should examine the initiative is deemed too short, and a
one-year period is instead suggested.23
Overall, however, the creation of a system for ECI is evaluated mainly in a positive way. As Andrea
Ronchi, the Italian Minister for European Affairs, has remarked, the ECI is one of the most important
provisions included in the Lisbon Treaty, and even though it has been rather overlooked until now,
Italy should dedicate considerable attention to its institutional definition.24
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Questionnaire for EU-27 Watch, No. 9
Reporting period December 2009 until May 2010 – Deadline for country reports 21 May
All questions refer to the position/assessment of your country’s government, opposition, political parties,
civil society organisations, pressure groups, press/media, and public opinion. Please name sources
wherever possible!
1. Implementation of the Lisbon Treaty
On the 1 December 2009 the EU-reform ended with the entering into force of the Lisbon Treaty. However, the
new treaty provisions still have to be implemented. Some procedures and conditions have to be determined. In
other cases, procedures, power relations, and decision-making mechanisms will change due to the new
provisions.
 How is the work of the new President of the European Council, Herman Van Rompuy, assessed in your
country? Which changes to the role of the rotating council presidency are expected?
 How is the work of the new High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy,
Catherine Ashton, assessed in your country? Please take into particular consideration both her role
within the European Commission and her relationship to the Council of the European Union.
 On 25 March 2010 a “Proposal for a Council Decision establishing the organisation and functioning of
the European External Action Service” was presented. How is this concept perceived in your country?
Which alternatives are discussed?
 On 31 March 2010 the European Commission presented a proposal defining the rules and procedures
for the European Citizens’ Initiative (ECI). What are the expectations for the ECI in your country? What
are the various positions concerning the rules and procedures?
2. Enlargement and European Neighbourhood Policy
The European Commission has given its opinion on Iceland’s application for EU-membership and a decision from
the Council is expected before the end of June. Croatia seems to have settled its border dispute with Slovenia.
Against this background:
 Which countries does your country expect to become members of the European Union in the next
enlargement round? What are the opinions in your country on the membership of these countries?
 How are the membership perspectives of those countries discussed, which are not expected to become
a member in the next enlargement round?
The Eastern Partnership and the Union for the Mediterranean were the last major projects dealing with the
European neighbourhood:
 How are these projects assessed in your country?
3. European economic policy and the financial and economic crisis
The European Council agreed on 25/26 March on the key elements of the Europe 2020 strategy, the successor of
the Lisbon strategy. While not being on the formal agenda the economic and financial situation in Greece was
discussed. The European Council agreed on a finance package combining bilateral loans from the eurozone and
financing through the International Monetary Fund.
 How is the finance package for Greece assessed in your country? Are there any opinions on the
process, how the agreement on the package was reached?
 Which lessons should be drawn from the Greek case for a reform of the Stability and Growth Pact?
 How is the idea of “a strong coordination of economic policies in Europe” perceived in your country?
What concepts of an European economic governance are discussed in your country and which role do
they assign to the Euro group?
 How is the Europe 2020 strategy discussed in your country? What are the priorities for the Europe 2020
strategy from your country’s perspective?
4. Climate and energy policy
The climate conference in Copenhagen took note of the Copenhagen Accord but did not reach a binding
agreement. The next conference of the parties (COP 16 & CMP 6) will take place at the end of November 2010.
 How is the Copenhagen conference assessed in your country? Please take into consideration the
negotiation strategy of European Union and the results of the conference.
 Does the European Union need to change its own energy and climate policy in order to give a new
impulse to the international negotiations?
 Is a global agreement within the UNFCC the best strategy to fight climate change? If not, which
alternative strategy should the European Union follow?
 What is your country’s position on financing mitigation and adaptation efforts in developing countries?
5. Current issues and discourses in your country
Which other topics and discourses are highly salient in your country but not covered by this questionnaire?

