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Outside Italy there is an understandable enthusiasm for the constitutional and electoral reform proposals of Matteo Renzi, leader of the centre-left Democratic party. Italy unblocked – at last! Inside the nation itself, there is more caution and scepticism. This reflects the experience of Italians, who have travelled such roads in the past without being rewarded with better government and a better class of political leaders.

Renzi, 39, and Silvio Berlusconi, 77, leader of the revived conservative Forza Italia party, struck a deal this month which is beguiling in its simplicity.

It starts from the premise that Italy’s economic stagnation – a persistent, long-term threat to the eurozone – is, in many respects, the consequence of a malfunctioning political system. Italian governments since the second world war have been unstable, so the argument goes, because of defective electoral laws, a badly designed national legislature and too many layers of administration up and down the peninsula. Correct these flaws, and future governments will be free to pass the long-awaited economic reforms that will create jobs, boost growth and put Italy back on track.

With parts of this analysis I am not in disagreement. But in my view the Renzi-Berlusconi proposals will have a limited effect, both on Italy’s governability and on the prospects for economic reform.

The proposals are threefold:
1. To change the electoral law so that one party – or, more likely, one coalition – is guaranteed a stable parliamentary majority.

2. To abolish the system under which parliament’s two houses have equal powers by transforming the Senate, or upper chamber, into a body dealing mostly with regional matters

3. To strengthen the powers of the central government over local governments.

Let’s take each in turn.
The main problem with the proposed new electoral law is that it encourages the formation of coalitions to fight elections, but does nothing to ensure that the winning coalition will stick together in government afterwards.

In fact, the risk of post-election infighting, or even government collapse, will increase if, as is now under discussion in a parliamentary committee, the threshold for entering the legislature is set below 5 per cent of the vote for individual parties. For many decades, the proliferation of small, selfish parties and the absence of broad, self-disciplined parties have been features of Italy’s political system. Under this proposal these flaws will not go away.

Renzi is right to want to fix the electoral system. But it is an illusion to think that this, in itself, will provide Italy with stability. For the instability arises, fundamentally, from the fragmented, post-1945 political party system, of which successive electoral laws have been merely the expression.

Each party on Italy’s political spectrum, and each component of each party, reflects a very specific social, cultural, economic, regional, religious and ideological set of interests. Italy has a fragmented party system because Italian society is fragmented. As Giulia Pastorella at the LSE European Institute notes, no reformed electoral system can disguise this.

Next, the reform of parliament. It is true that “perfect bicameralism” – the equality of powers between the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate – is highly unusual in western democracies. Sometimes it has made it difficult to pass laws in Italy, as bills get bounced from one chamber to another and back again because of changes made in each house.

But Italy’s parliament does not pass too few laws. Actually, a five-year legislature typically passes thousands of laws. The problem is that many are bad laws. They reflect the influence of members of parliament, especially lawyers, who are tied to vested social and economic interests. A second problem is that weak administrative structures mean that even good laws are not properly put into effect.

Third, cutting back sub-national layers of government. Yes, this is a good idea – but it will not solve the problem of a fragmented national parliament which tends to pass laws that are either not in the public interest or are poorly implemented anyway.

I leave for another day the question of whether Berlusconi put his name to these proposals simply as a way to sow yet more divisions among Italy’s centre-left politicians. For the moment, it suffices to say that the Renzi-Berlusconi ideas are probably worth trying – but they are no panacea for Italy’s ills.

