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Preface

I was invited to write the preface to this book on the clear understand-
ing that I have very strongly formulated views on the topic. In addi-
tion it was made clear that my approach would present views in a less
scholarly format than the rest of the content of this book on Italian ex-
patriate voting which has been in existence for more than ten years af-
ter the introduction of the legislation allowing voting and representa-
tion to Italians abroad. I am not an academic and my views are based
on practical experience as a member of the Italian community in Aus-
tralia over the last fifty years. In this time I have served in community
affairs, as a radio journalist, as a Member of Parliament (MP) in the
New South Wales Parliament and as a member of many community
organizations. I have taken a strong interest in the issue of Italians
overseas voting in the Parliament in Rome - I am opposed to the idea -
and | have expressed my views clearly in writing to then Australian
Prime Minister Kevin Rudd in 2008 and on several occasions to the
well-known columnist of the Corriere della Sera, Sergio Romano.

I have always objected to the term [ltaliani all’estero as the term
for Italians abroad. Those members of the Italian community who
have lived for years in a country like Australia are more appropriately
described as Australians of Italian descent.

My objections to the voto all’estero (expatriate voting) are fun-
damental. I am opposed to the concept of voting for local representa-
tives in another sovereign parliament. In my opinion this is an idea
based on political expediency and has the potential to create a detri-
mental and divisive impact on Italians living permanently in Australia.
They have become Australian citizens and to secure representation for
them on a regional geographic basis in another sovereign parliament is
in my view wrong and ill-judged as an initiative.

Italian nationals who are in Australia on a temporary basis should
be able to vote, either by postal vote or by going to an Italian Consu-
late. They are, after all, casting a vote to represent their local constitu-



ency in Italy. But for the great majority of permanent residents with
double nationality, voting in Italian elections and/or electing a repre-
sentative to the Italian Parliament, makes little sense. Nor should they
vote in referendums. It is unacceptable that, on an issue such as the
building or not of nuclear power stations, people who do not live in
Italy should be able to exert influence. Such people will not have to
live through the consequences of their decision.

The number of people of Italian descent around the world is reck-
oned to be about 60 million (4.3 million of which hold an Italian pass-
port), and that is approximately the size of the population residing in
Italy. It is a ludicrous situation to contemplate that even those five
million Italian nationals overseas by their vote might change the face
of Italian politics.

I have always been opposed to the overseas vote since, and in my
view, our immigration is, generally, a permanent one. I firmly believe
that looking backwards to our country of origin never helped with the
integration of our immigrants into Australian society, and was of very
little interest to the next generations.

The overseas voting issue has always had the potential to create
discord in the community. That this has not so far happened is really
only due to the fact that the majority of Italian Australians have cared
very little about this issue and have not voted. However, this could
change in the future.

I have met members of one particular Italian political party when
they visited Australia. They were active in drumming up support. It
made me realize the potential for divisiveness that voting in elections
in Italy had for our community. One obvious matter of concern is the
potential for electoral fraud. Another is the reliance that candidates
might place on one or another of the institutions and structures servic-
ing the community, some of which are supported by the Italian gov-
ernment or by unions and other institutions back in Italy. I do not ex-
clude the Patronati [Italian pension offices], which might well influ-
ence the voting of those requiring an Italian pension or access to other
Italian government entitlements. That the elderly might be vulnerable
to outside pressure was brought home to me when I once asked people
I knew queuing at a Patronato office in Sydney with papers in their
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hands how they would vote and received the answer: “Well, the peo-
ple in the office will tell us”.

In my experience most people in the Italian community in Aus-
tralia are not interested in the overseas voting issue. Two parliamen-
tarians have been elected to represent them within the vast electorate
of Africa-Asia-Oceania-Antarctica (AAOA). I believe that the over-
whelming number of Italians in Italy and people of Italian descent in
the AAOA clectorate have no idea who their representatives are or
what they have been doing on their behalf. Their work in the Italian
Parliament has been of minimal impact in Australia and I can only as-
sume of no significance elsewhere. Around the world 18 members
have been elected to the Italian Parliament by overseas citizens: but
with 630 Members of the Lower House (Chamber of Deputies) and
315 Senators their influence can be discounted.

Italy has suffered at a time of financial crisis. It would make sense
to reduce the number of politicians in Italy including the 18 members
from abroad. In any case there are numerous bodies who represent the
interests of Italians abroad, including the Comitato degli Italiani
all’Estero (COMITES), or Committee of Italians Abroad, and the
Consiglio Generale degli Italiani all’Estero (CGIE), or General
Council of Italians Abroad, the latter a structure of about 94 people
who meet regularly around the world at great expense and which has
achieved little.

Franca Arena, Sydney
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