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HOW CLIMATE CHANGE IS PERCEIVED AMONG 

ITALY’S PUBLIC, ITS MEDIA OUTLETS AND ITS 

POLITICIANS

Italy is a successful participant of the European 
Climate Research Alliance (ECRA)1 and of Climate 
Change and Impact Research: the Mediterranean 
Environment (CIRCE)2� The country has specialised 
research centres3 and university research projects4 
that are investigating climate change and its impacts� 
The academic institutions provide, at the level of 
global cutting-edge research, models and analyses of 
how climate change will affect Italy and other coun-
tries�

The country also has numerous Italian-language 
websites – run by European institutions, the Italian 
government and NGOs – that provide the general 
public with easy-to-understand information on the 
topic� One example is the website of the Agenzia 
europea per l’ambiente (AEA),5 which provides infor-
mation on climate adaptation measures on behalf of 
the European Commission� Another is the website 
of Italy’s environment ministry, which offers basic 
information on the topic and links to all international 
agreements that address climate protection�6 Civil 
society actors, such as Legambiente,7 WWF Italia, 

1 |  “Collaborative Programmes”, European Climate Research 
Alliance (ECRA), http://ecra-climate�eu/index�php/ 
collaborative-programmes [28 July 2014]�

2 |  “Italy”, CIRCE Integrated Project – Climate Change 
and Impact Research: the Mediterranean Environment, 
http://www�circeproject�eu/index�php?option=com_ 
content&task=view&id=52&Itemid=1 [28 July 2014]�

3 |  E� g� the Euro-Mediterranean Center on Climate Change, 
the Società italiana per le scienze del clima, the Isti-
tuto nazionale di geofisica e vulcanologia, the Agenzia 
 nazionale per le nuove tecnologie e lo sviluppo econo-
mico sostenibile, the Institute of Atmospheric Sciences 
and Climate and the Istituto di Biometereologia�

4 |  E� g� CETEMPS of the University of Aquila, Global 
 Observation Research Initiative in Alpine Environments, 
in which the Italian universities of Molise, Pavia and 
Parma participated, EuroCold on climate change of the 
Università di Milano-Bicocca and Eco-Morphodynamics  
of Tidal Environments and Climate Change of the Uni-
versity of Padova�

5 |  European Commission and European Environment 
 Agency (EEA), European Climate Adaption Platform, 
http://climate-adapt�eea�europa�eu [28 July 2014]�

6 |  Ministero dell’Ambiente e della Tutela del Territorio  
e del Mare, “Clima”, 19 December 2013, 
http://www�minambiente�it/pagina/clima [28 July 2014]�

7 |  Legambiente, “Clima”, http://legambiente�it/temi/clima 
[28 July 2014]�

Greenpeace Italia8 and Slowfood,9 are also channel-
ling their energies into addressing climate change� 
Further more, numerous Italian-language blogs 
address the topic on an ongoing basis� They include 
 “Veronica Clima”10 the  “Kyoto Club”,11 and one written 
by Carlo Carraro, director of the International Center 
for  Climate Governance (ICCG)�12

The Italian media – both public and private – regularly 
broadcast television reports on climate change and its 
impacts� However, Italian media experts complain that 
radio and television news programmes in particular 
give too little airtime to the topics because the issues 
surrounding energy security, supplier diversification, 
and energy pricing are highly politicised� They say 
that political allegiances in the media landscape can, 
at times, distort the way news is reported�

Overall, high-quality Italian-language information on 
climate change is available and very easy to access� 
That said, climate change has been treated as a some - 
what secondary issue by both the Italian public and 
policy makers in recent years� A serious economic 
crisis and efforts to return to economic growth inter-

8 |  Greenpeace Italia, “Salviamo il clima”,  
http://greenpeace�org/italy/it/campagne/Salviamo-il- 
clima [28 July 2014]�

9 |  Slowfood, “Cambiamento climatico� Un’agricoltura più 
sostenibile”, http://slowfood�it/sloweurope/ita/83/ 
cambiamento-climatico [28 July 2014]�

10 |  Veronica Caciagli, http://veronicaclima�it [28 July 2014]�
11 |  Kyoto Club, http://kyotoclub�org [28 July 2014]�
12 |  Carlo Carraro, http://carlocarraro�org [28 July 2014]�

Drilling field in Libya belonging to Italy’s natural gas 
 corporation ENI.
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fered with public and political debates on climate 
change and, by extension, on protecting the environ-
ment�

Although various parties in Italy address issues 
related to climate protection – and the environment 
in general – it mostly tends to be those from the left 
side of the political spectrum and at a local rather 
than national level� Examples of this can be found 
in the regions of Campania, Lazio and Sicily, where 
serious health problems caused by illegal rubbish 
dumps ultimately led to a greater public awareness 
of environmental issues� In addition to a wing of the 
Partito Democratico (Democratic Party), the Movi-
mento 5 Stelle (Five Star Movement) and various 
smaller parties such as Sinistra, Ecologia, Libertà, 
Green Italia – Verdi Europei, and Ecologisti Democra-
tici are all addressing issues connected to protecting 
the environment� Several cross-party initiatives exist, 
including Futuro Sostenibile�13 In general, however, it 
is clear that the centre-right section of Italy’s political 
spectrum has yet to find a convincing way to approach 
the topic�

CLIMATE CHANGE, NATIONAL AND 

 INTERNATIONAL POLICIES ON ENERGY AND 

 ENERGY SECURITY

While climate protection plays a leading role at the 
environment ministry (Ministero dell'Ambiente e della 
Tutela del Territorio e del Mare), traditional energy 
policy is assigned to the economic development 
ministry (Ministero dello Sviluppo Economico)� Italy’s 
foreign ministry (Ministero degli Affari Esteri), mean-
while, is responsible for issues related to external 
energy policy and the EU’s internal energy market� 
Coordination clearly does not get any easier when the 
ministers from the various ministries belong to diffe-
rent parties or are independent – as is currently the 
case in the government under Prime Minister Matteo 
Renzi�

The ministry for economic development, while still 
working under the previous government led by 
Enrico Letta, published a new national energy stra-
tegy in March 2013�14 With regard to the environ-
mental impact of energy use, Italy aims to exceed 

13 |  Centro per un Futuro Sostenibile, “La fondazione� Centro 
Futuro Sostenibile”, http://futurosostenibile�org/fondazi-
one-centro-futuro-sostenibile [28 July 2014]�

14 |  Ministero dello Sviluppo Economico, Italy’s  National 
Energy Strategy: For a more competitive and  sustainable 
energy, 03 / 2013, http://www.encharter.org/fileadmin/ 
user_upload/Energy_policies_and_legislation/Italy_ 
2013_National_Energy_Strategy_ENG�pdf 
[28 July 2014]�

its 20-20-20 targets15 and assume a leading role 
in decarbonisation efforts within Europe’s Energy 
Roadmap 2050� However, concerns about Italian 
competitiveness and economic growth dominate the 
energy strategy, which sets out the goal of bringing 
the energy prices paid by consumers and businesses 
more into line with overall European price levels� In 
2014, industrial companies in Italy paid €0�1122 per 
kilowatt-hour, while those in Germany paid €0�0860 
and the European average stood at €0�0940�16 The 
high electricity prices place Italy’s energy-inten-
sive branches of industry, as well as the small and 
medium-sized enterprises that form the backbone 
of the Italian economy, at a significant competitive 
disadvantage vis-à-vis Germany and other European 
rivals�

Italy does not produce any of its electricity from nuc-
lear energy� Berlusconi’s government put forward a 
plan to phase nuclear power back in, but the proposal 
was rejected by 95 percent of voters in a referendum 
held in June 2011� Italy has underground gas reserves 
(estimated at 223 billion cubic metres) and petro-
leum reserves (estimated at 100 million tonnes)� Yet 
despite this, Italy imports 90�2 percent of its natural 
gas, 90�2 percent of its petroleum and 96�1 percent 
of its solid fuels�17 Italy’s energy mix is made up of 
around 39 percent petroleum, 38 percent natural 
gas, about 10 percent solid fuels and roughly 13 per-
cent renewable energies�18 The petroleum that Italy 
imports comes from Libya (roughly 20 percent) and 
Azerbaijan, Russia and Saudi Arabia (about 15 percent 
each)� It gets about 33 percent of its natural gas from 
Algeria, roughly 28 percent from Russia and 9 percent 
from Qatar� Italy is extremely dependent on imports 
for its energy supply�

Given Italy’s heavy dependence on energy imports, 
a stabilisation of the current conflicts in the Mediter-
ranean region is of vital interest to its foreign and 
security policy� The line it is taking involves supporting 
democracy in the Mediterranean region where it 
can and focusing on stability where it must� What is 
more, Silvio Berlusconi, Italy’s former, long-serving 

15 |  The targets in detail: a 21 percent cut in emissions, 
19-20 percent share of renewables in gross final energy 
consumption, 24 percent more energy efficiency), 
cf� n� 14, p� 6�

16 |  European Commission, Eurostat, http://epp�eurostat�ec� 
europa�eu [28 July 2014]�

17 |  European Commission, EU energy in figures. 
Statistical Pocketbook 2013, 2013, 
http://ec�europa�eu/energy/publications/doc/ 
2013_pocketbook�pdf [28 July 2014]�

18 |  Unione Petrolifera, Data Book 2014. Energie e Petrolio, 
http://www�unionepetrolifera�it/it/CMS/pubblicazioni/
get/2014/Data%20Book%202014�pdf [28 July 2014]�
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prime minister, maintained private friendships with 
both Libyan ruler Muammar al-Gaddafi and Russian 
President Vladimir Putin� Political analysts say these 
relationships blocked any deliberations on diversifying 
Italy’s energy mix�

Proposals designed to strengthen renewable ener-
gies – comparable to Germany’s energy transition – 
are also said to have it hard in Italy, as the national 
energy corporations ENI and ENEL have a strong lobby 
in parliament� When the German government decided 
to phase out nuclear energy in spring 2011, Italy 
was surprised at the speed with which the agreement 
was reached and implemented� Italy feels that the 
kick-start to Germany’s renewable energies sector has 
been successful� However, it is also aware of the high 
costs to private consumers and takes a critical view 
of this – particularly in light of the difficult economic 
situation that Italy’s households and industry are cur-
rently experiencing� 

Experts continue to see a great deal of potential in 
the field of renewable energies in Italy. Although the 
country leads the way in geothermal energy and has 
largely exhausted its hydropower potential, there is 
considerable room for development in the photovoltaic 
and wind energy sectors� In light of the high energy 
costs that companies and private households have to 
cover, energy efficiency is an extremely interesting 
area� Energy-saving improvements and modernisation 
work to buildings, and energy production using bio-
mass, biogas and biofuels, are all growth segments in 
this regard� Renzi’s government has announced plans 
to increase support for developments in this direction�

ITALY’S EUROPEAN AND MULTILATERAL  

CLIMATE AND ENERGY POLICIES

Within the scope of its 2013 national climate strategy, 
Italy has committed to achieving Europe’s climate 
and energy goals (20-20-20 targets, Roadmap 2050)� 
As part of the 2030 climate and energy goals, which 
were negotiated in March 2014, Italy’s environment 
minister has agreed to lowering greenhouse gas 
emissions by 40 percent compared to 1990 levels by 
2030� The Italian government also supported a sepa-
rate paper, drawn up jointly with Germany, France, 
Denmark, Portugal, Belgium, Austria and Ireland, on 
an independent EU target for expanding renewable 
energies as part of the 2030 climate and energy 
framework�19 The whole of Europe is now aiming to 

19 |  German Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs and 
 Energy, “European Energy Policy” (European energy 
 policy), http://bmwi�de/EN/Topics/Energy/European- 
and-International-Energy-Policy/european-energy- 
policy�html [17 November 2014]�

increase the share of renewable energies to at least 
27 percent of energy consumption� Italy is also sup-
porting climate protection goals at the multilateral 
level in a manner consistent with Europe’s position� It 
is ratifying relevant agreements and making efforts to 
implement them� However, Italy has not yet adopted a 
high-profile position or leading role in the international 
climate debate, choosing instead to follow the lead of 
other EU countries�

In terms of achieving the European climate targets, 
Italy currently has a very specific problem to tackle. 
In 2012, it transferred most of the competences 
for energy to the regions, which are struggling to 
handle the responsibilities� Renzi’s government has 
announced plans to change the way the Italian cons-
titution defines federalism, partly as a way of solving 
this problem� Without constitutional reform, it will be 
impossible to implement strategic projects that have 
pan-European importance in terms of energy diversifi-
cation and security – such as the docking of the Trans 
Adriatic Pipeline (TAP) in Puglia� Italy therefore also 
supports a governance system for coordinating energy 
policies at the European level� If constitutional reform 
fails, this would give Renzi’s government another 
opportunity to enforce measures that are viewed criti-
cally by the regions, such as the TAP terminal, energy 
grids and gas pipelines�

As part of its presidency of the Council of the Euro-
pean Union in the second half of 2014, Italy wants to 
focus and make real progress on a unified energy and 
climate policy for Europe� Climate policy will also play 
a role at the Expo 2015 in Milan, as the theme of the 
event is water and food� So, for the next year at least, 
climate policy will play a bigger role in Italy than it has 
in the past� It would be wonderful if the momentum 
continued even after the presidency and the Expo�
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