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1. The System of Local Government in Italy

Greta Klotz and Karl Kossler, Eurac Research

Types of Local Governments

In Italy, there are three main types of local governments which are recognized under Article
114 of the Constitution as making up, together with the 20 regions! and the State, the Italian
Republic. These are the municipalities (comuni), 14 metropolitan cities (citta metropolitane)
and 83 provinces (province). The basic units of local government throughout the country are
the 7,914 municipalities (comuni). However, in order to facilitate the social and economic
integration of urban agglomerations, there are the metropolitan cities (cittd metropolitane).
While their establishment had been discussed time and again at least since the 1950s, fierce
resistance, especially from the regions, had made their actual creation impossible. Only the
constitutional reform of 2001 introduced the metropolitan cities into the Constitution. Then it
took over a decade to clarify how they would actually operate and to overcome resistance from
other government levels. The Ordinary Law no 56/2014 (‘Delrio Law') finally established the
metropolitan cities.? The third type of local governments that is recognized under Article 114
as a constituent unit of the Italian Republic are the provinces. They are umbrella entities
between the regions and municipalities. Similar to second-tier local governments in other
countries the main function of the provinces is the coordination of policies and public services.

Apart from these three main types enshrined in the Constitution, the Legislative Decree no
267/2000 mentioned some more types of local governments. The unions of municipalities
(unioni di comuni) are composed of two or more municipalities and are an institutional form of
cooperation in order to jointly exercise certain functions.? A similar rationale is behind specific
local government entities for particular geographical areas, namely the mountain communities
(comunita montane) and the island communities (comunita isolane).

Legal Status of Local Governments

According to the above-mentioned Article 114 of the Constitution, ‘[t]he Republic is composed
of the Municipalities, the Provinces, the metropolitan cities, the Regions and the State.
Municipalities, provinces, metropolitan cities and regions are autonomous entities having their

I There are 15 regions with ordinary statute and five regions with special statute, recognized under Article 116 of
the Constitution, namely Sardinia, Sicily, Trentino-South Tyrol, Aosta Valley and Friuli-Venezia Giulia.

2 Giovanni Boggero, ‘The Establishment of Metropolitan Cities in Italy: An Advance or a Setback for Italian
Regionalism?’ (2016) 8 Perspectives on Federalism E-1, E-5.

3 Jtalian Constitutional Court, Judgment no 50/2015.
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own statutes, powers and functions in accordance with the principles laid down in the
Constitution’. Even if this provision seems to suggest that the constituent parts of the Italian
Republic are on an equal footing, the Constitutional Court soon emphasized the special role of
the state vis-a-vis the other government levels.* While Article 114 ensures that the three main
types of local government enjoy autonomy within constitutional principles, it does not go any
further in regulating them.

Article 117(2)(p), however, determines that national government shall establish the rules
regarding the ‘electoral legislation, governing bodies and fundamental functions of the
municipalities, provinces and metropolitan cities’. The relevant law consolidating pre-existing
rules is the above-mentioned Legislative Decree no 267/2000. The regional legislator can only
become active in a complementary manner on the basis of the residuary power under Article
117(6). This is true, however, only for the 15 regions with ordinary statute (hereinafter,
ordinary regions). The five regions with special statute (hereinafter special regions) are allowed
to regulate their local governments in their autonomy statutes (e.g. Article 4(3) and Article 61-
65 of the Statute of Trentino-South Tyrol) and, more in details, through ordinary regional
legislation.

(A)Symmetry of the Local Government System

There are certain types of local government with special status that take into account different
realities in urban and rural areas, like the above-mentioned metropolitan cities, unions of
municipalities, mountain communities and island communities. Certain variations follow from
ltaly’s system of asymmetrical regionalism, more concretely, from the different regulatory
regimes concerning ordinary regions and each of the five special regions.

Nonetheless, the local government system is quite symmetrical. This is because the system is
rooted in ideas of municipal organization from the French Revolution and Napoleonic times.
These ideas were supported by the House of Savoy and after their founding of the Kingdom of
ltaly in 1861 extended to the whole country by enacting the laws of administrative unification
in 1865. This explains adherence, in principle, to the French model of uniform municipalities,
which are supposed to carry out the same functions irrespective of territorial size,
demography, economic power, as well as urban or rural character.

Political and Social Context in Italy

The political situation at the national government level and, to a lesser extent, in the regions
has in recent years witnessed profound changes of the party system. At the national level, a
coalition government formed by the Five Star Movement and the League came to power in

4 ltalian Constitutional Court, Judgment no 274/2003.
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2018 and was replaced by a coalition between the Five Star Movement and the Social
Democratic Party (PD) in 2019. As for the regions, candidates from the League over the last
decade have been elected Presidents in Veneto, Lombardy and Friuli-Venezia Giulia, while
Brothers of Italy, another right-wing party, took power in the Abruzzo region in 2019. At the
local level, there is a similar tendency. When about half of Italy’s municipalities were called to
votein 2019, the center-right block led by the League won, from among those with over 15,000
inhabitants, in 75 municipalities (up from 36).

A good indicator for the social and demographic context of local governments is the OECD
definition of functional urban areas as composed of a densely inhabited city and a surrounding
area (commuting zone) whose labor market is highly integrated with the city. Following this
definition, only 30 per cent of Italy’s population live in metropolitan areas (more than 500,000
inhabitants), 20 per cent in small- and medium-sized urban agglomerations (50,000 to 500,000
inhabitants), compared to an OECD average of 49 per cent and 18 per cent, respectively.

As for the structure of municipalities, only 144 of them have more than 50,000 inhabitants,
while 70 per cent have less than 5,000 inhabitants and are thus, according to the Italian
classification, ‘small municipalities’. The average population size is 7,653. But this, of course,
says little in view of an extremely wide spectrum ranging from Rome’s almost 2.9 million
inhabitants to 33 in the municipality of Morterone in the Region of Lombardy.
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