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Abstract
In 2017, Italy, France, and Germany jointly supported the setting up of an EU‐wide investment screening mechanism to
strengthen the EU’s capacity to screen and eventually block foreign investments. In a few months, however, the Italian
government changed position dramatically, shifting from leading supporter to staunchest opposer of this policy initiative.
Such a change of positioning was decisive in both watering down the initial proposal and moving forward with the idea
of a looser mechanism coordinating national investment screening activities. This article develops an explanation of the
Italian government’s changing negotiating stance. We develop an argument that stresses how two factors combined to
produce this puzzling outcome. First, we stress the role of political parties as drivers of governments’ foreign economic
policy choices. More specifically, we show that the preferences of the parties forming the Italian government after the
2018 general elections (the Lega Nord and the Five Star Movement) were crucial in shaping Italy’s evolving stance on
this important issue. Second, we highlight the implications of the tension that exists between two different “varieties” of
anti‐globalism.While “self‐proclaimed” anti‐globalist political parties usually combine a traditional critique of globalization
and opposition to further political integration in the EU, they may be forced to prioritize one over the other when they
prove incompatible. In this context, we show how Italian anti‐globalist parties’ choice to prioritize anti‐Europeanism over
anti‐globalism led them to prefer strengthening domestic‐level institutions to screen FDIs rather than allowing the EU to
acquire new powers.
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1. Introduction

In February 2017, the German, French, and Italian min‐
isters of economy (Brigitte Zypries, Michel Sapin, and
Carlo Calenda) sent a public letter to the EU trade com‐
missioner, Cecilia Malmström, to promote the creation
of an investment screening mechanism at the European
level that could enable the screening and eventually
the blocking of foreign takeovers (Bundesministerium
für Wirtschaft und Klimaschutz, 2017). In the face of
the realization that rising inward FDIs originating from

non‐democratic and non‐security allies, such as China,
pose significant political challenges, the three largest
EU member states (MSs) joined ranks in supporting
what Schimmelfennig (2021) defined as a strategy of
“external re‐bordering”: Strengthening the closure and
capacity control of the EU’s external economic bor‐
ders with a view to both maintaining openness in
the internal market and developing the capacity to
assert itself in a changing and more geo‐politicized
international investment landscape. In May 2017, the
European Commission (2017) declared its willingness to
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work toward such a pan‐European investment screen‐
ing framework.

However, roughly two years later, these ambitions
were significantly watered down. The Regulation of the
European Parliament and of the Council of 19 March
2019 (2019) established a framework that: (a) set
out basic standards for investment screening, (b) cre‐
ated an information‐sharing network between MSs, and
between them and the European Commission, and
(c) allowed the European Commission to issue opinions
in cases in which it believes one investment threatens
security and public order in one or more MSs. While
such regulation represented an important first step in
the process of creating an EU investment screening
regime (Schill, 2019), it did not create a truly inde‐
pendent screening mechanism at the EU level, leaving
EU MSs completely in charge of the final decision on
whether or not to screen a given investment. As Chan
and Meunier (2022, p. 7) argue, “the new framework
falls short of a binding supranationalmechanism…talking
about a single screeningmechanism is a misnomer….The
new framework is meant to complement national mech‐
anisms rather than replacing themor superseding them.”
The adoption of the EU’s framework for screening foreign
investments played a key role in stimulating the adop‐
tion and strengthening of national investment screen‐
ing mechanisms across EU MSs (Bauerle Danzman &
Meunier, 2021). Hence, rather than triggering a process
of external re‐bordering by strengthening the EU’s capac‐
ity to control its external economic borders, the initiative
stimulated a process of internal re‐bordering whereby
EUMSs bothmaintained and reinforced their capacity to
control inward FDI.

The evolving negotiating stance of the Italian govern‐
ment on the EU investment screening sheds light on this
tension between external and internal EU re‐bordering
to navigate the geopoliticization of European trade
and investment policy (Chan & Meunier, 2022; Lavery,
2023; Sandholtz & Zysman, 1989; Schimmelfennig, 2021;
Schmitz & Seidl, 2023). While France and Germany
remained coherent in their initial support for this pol‐
icy initiative, the Italian government changed its pol‐
icy stance dramatically in the two years of negotiations
that led to the adoption of the EU investment screen‐
ing mechanism. Indeed, one year after the joint letter
was sent to the European Commission, the Italian gov‐
ernment threatened to impose a veto during the nego‐
tiations for the adoption of such an investment regime
and then abstained in the European Council vote. In a
few months, the Italian government changed position
dramatically, shifting from leading supporter to staunch‐
est opposer of this policy initiative. This change of posi‐
tioning was decisive in shaping the outcome of the nego‐
tiations because it weakened the power of the coalition
of the MSs supporting an ambitious supranational solu‐
tion and, concomitantly, strengthened the coalition of
governments fearing a “Brussels power grab” (Schmitz
& Seidl, 2023).

What caused the timing and content of the Italian
government’s changing negotiating stance? Existing
explanations are ill‐equipped to account for the
observed shift in the negotiating position of the Italian
government. For one, much of the scholarship is on the
effects of these investment screeningmechanisms rather
than on their causes (Dimitropoulos, 2020; Lenihan,
2018; Schill, 2019). The works that investigate the deter‐
minants of these institutions tend to develop explana‐
tions that highlight the long‐term changes in the soci‐
etal and cultural conditions that may make governments
generally more prone to screen foreign investments. For
instance, borrowing from the growing literature on mass
politics and the globalization backlash (De Vries et al.,
2021; Norris & Inglehart, 2019; Walter, 2021), some
works suggest that the recent proliferation and tight‐
ening of FDI screening mechanisms in many advanced
economies may reflect public opinion’s hostility towards
particular subsets of foreign countries (Chilton et al.,
2020), the preferences of organized business groups fear‐
ing foreign investors’ increased penetration of domestic
markets (Bauerle Danzman, 2019), or a paradigmatic cul‐
tural shift towards a more geo‐politicized foreign eco‐
nomic policymaking in an international environment
increasingly dominated by great power rivalries (Helwig,
2022; Meunier & Nicolaidis, 2019). While all plausible,
these arguments struggle to explain the sudden shift in
the position of the Italian government: Economic inter‐
ests, public opinion, and geoeconomic concerns can
hardly have changed so dramatically in the course of
a few months, causing such a short‐term and dramatic
change in policy stance. Finally, more specific works
investigating the preferences of EUMSs on the EU invest‐
ment screening mechanism have only considered the
initial (supportive) position of the Italian government
without taking into account subsequent changes in posi‐
tion (Chan & Meunier, 2022).

In this article, we develop an explanation that
stresses how two factors combined to produce these
puzzling outcomes. First, we stress the role of political
parties as drivers of governments’ foreign economic pol‐
icy choices. Differently from standard political‐economy
approaches conceiving of governments’ choices as a
function of the preferences and patterns of politi‐
cal mobilization of organized societal actors (Bauerle
Danzman, 2019; Chilton et al., 2020), we show that
the preferences of both governing political parties cru‐
cially shaped Italy’s evolving stance on this important
foreign economic policy issue. Second, we highlight the
implications of the tension that exists between two
different “varieties” of anti‐globalism. In the European
context, self‐proclaimed anti‐globalist political parties
usually combine a traditional critique of globalization,
i.e., an opposition to global market opening and a cri‐
tique of European integration, i.e, an opposition to fur‐
ther market opening and political integration in the
EU. These two varieties of anti‐globalism may prove to
be incompatible, and these parties may, therefore, be
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forced to prioritize one anti‐globalism at the expense of
the other.

This can be clearly seen when externally induced
pressures compel EU governments to redefine bound‐
ary configurations of the internal market. In the face of
unprecedented flows of inward FDIs, EU MSs faced a
choice between two strategies: strengthening the capac‐
ity to screen foreign investments at the EU or the MS
level. Such a choice confronts EU MSs with a clear
trade‐off. A strategy of external re‐bordering entailing
the creation of a truly supranational investment screen‐
ing mechanism would make the EU more capable of
asserting itself in the changing geopolitical international
investment landscape. However, it would simultaneously
limit the autonomy and room for maneuver of each MS.
Conversely, a strategy of internal re‐bordering consisting
of strengthening the screening capacity at the MS level
would allow each MS to retain autonomy. However, it
would be relatively less effective in strengthening border
control capacities. While the former strategy is prefer‐
able from the perspective of a traditional critique of glob‐
alization, it is also incompatible with the anti‐European
variant of anti‐globalism. In short, the co‐existence of
different varieties of anti‐globalism generates tension
as to whether externally induced pressures to rede‐
fine boundary configurations in the EU should result
in external or internal re‐bordering strategies. In this
particular case, we show that the Italian anti‐globalist
parties’ choice to prioritize anti‐Europeanism over tra‐
ditional anti‐globalism led them to oppose a strategy
of external re‐bordering in favor of one of internal
re‐bordering through the strengthening of the domestic,
rather than the European, capacity to screen inward FDIs.
Paradoxically, therefore, the most anti‐globalist govern‐
ment in the EU’s political landscape ended up supporting
a policy strategy that ultimately weakened the EU’s bar‐
gaining power in investment negotiations with econom‐
ically powerful countries, such as the US and China, as
well as its ability to become an effective global role as a
rule‐maker in international investment politics.

This article makes three main contributions. First, it
directly addresses one of the key research questions
addressed in this thematic issue, namely, how domes‐
tic and international geopolitical dynamics affect trade
and investment politics in the EU. More specifically, we
highlight that party politics can play a crucial role in
shaping how EU MSs define their preferences and then
their negotiating stance regarding the evolution of these
policy regimes. Second, this article fills a gap in the
empirical literature on Italian trade, investment, and
foreign policy. While most studies on the yellow‐green
government (yellow for the Five Star Movement and
green for the Lega Nord) have focused on their abil‐
ity (or inability) to take back control over national
sovereignty and their negative attitudes towards glob‐
alism and the EU (Cladi & Locatelli, 2020; Coticchia,
2021; Giannetti et al., 2020; Giurlando, 2021), no study
has so far stressed the implications of the existence

of different varieties of anti‐globalism within that gov‐
ernment coalition. Moreover, these arguments could be
used to examine other case studies besides Italy, where
self‐proclaimed anti‐globalist parties are in government.
Third, and more generally, the article encourages the
literature on globalization backlash, economic nation‐
alism, geoeconomics, and the embryonic literature on
investment screening mechanisms to focus on the dif‐
ferent “varieties of anti‐globalism” and how they impact
the EU’s role as an international economic actor. In a
recent communication, the European Commission out‐
lined a European Economic Security Strategy in which it
explicates the need to start systematically protecting the
European economy from commonly identified economic
security risks arising from new geopolitical and techno‐
logical realities (European Commission, 2023). Our arti‐
cle suggests that such a process of redefining the EU’s
role as an international economic actor will be crucially
affected by which variety of anti‐globalism becomes
dominant across different EU MSs in the coming years.

The article is structured as follows. First, we outline
the building blocks of our argument. Second, we dis‐
cuss different sets of illustrative evidence to support it.
The empirical analysis is based on an extensive reading of
primary and secondary sources, complemented by inter‐
views with Italian and European politicians and execu‐
tives involved in the negotiations on the EU investment
screening mechanism. We conclude by summarizing the
key findings and discussing avenues for further research.

2. The Argument

Why did the Italian government’s position shift dramati‐
cally in the course of a few months? Why did Italy turn
from enthusiastically supporting an independent and
supranational EU investment screening mechanism to
strongly opposing it? In trying to make sense of this puz‐
zling observation, we develop an explanation that com‐
bines two sets of arguments.

First, we advocate for a focus on the preferences of
the various political parties that supported the Italian
government throughout the period considered. Existing
works highlight that many advanced democracies are
experiencing a backlash against globalization through a
growing popular skepticism about the merits of glob‐
alization, open trade, and investment policies (Chilton
et al., 2020). As already mentioned, this line of reason‐
ing has limited ability to account for the precise timing
of the shift in negotiating position of the Italian govern‐
ment, particularly considering how suddenly it materi‐
alized. Moreover, given their high level of technicality,
there are good reasons to be skeptical about mass pol‐
itics’ potential to drive specific investment screening pol‐
icy choices (Bauerle Danzman, 2019). However, while
public opinion itself could not have caused such a change
in negotiating stance, it may have provided the back‐
ground conditions for political entrepreneurs to try and
capitalize on public discontent to increase their electoral
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support. More specifically, we suggest that the rise of
anti‐globalization sentiments in the Italian public was
important because it generated powerful incentives for
political parties to take clear policy stances on the EU
investment screening framework, an otherwise obscure
policy issue. As widely noted, issue salience, which is a
function of how much public opinion cares about par‐
ticular policy issues, incentivizes parties to take strong
positions on certain policy issues to increase their align‐
ment with citizens and, hence, their chances of electoral
success (Klüver & Spoon, 2016). The literature on invest‐
ment screening mechanisms has paid little attention to
the weight of national preferences in setting EU invest‐
ment screening (but see Chan &Meunier, 2022), nor has
it focused on analyzing the preferences of political par‐
ties on this important issue. We argue that the politi‐
cal preferences of the parties supporting the different
coalition governments in office crucially explain why the
Italian negotiating position on this key foreign economic
policy initiative changed so abruptly and dramatically in
just a fewmonths.More specifically, we contend that the
formation of a coalition government supported by the
LegaNord and the Five StarsMovement in 2018was deci‐
sive in determining this sudden and marked shift away
from the status quo of support for the EU investment
screening mechanism.

Second, we argue that understanding how politi‐
cal parties’ preferences translated into policy choices
calls for a conceptual distinction between two differ‐
ent “varieties” of anti‐globalism. In the European con‐
text, anti‐globalism often comes in two different forms,
which are usually combined. On the one hand, pop‐
ulist and radical‐right parties tend to support tradi‐
tional anti‐globalist policy platforms, favoring greater
market closure for both trade and investments (Poletti,
2022). In this variety, anti‐globalism denotes a significant
decrease in partisan or policy support for globalization
that calls for a reduction of the patterns of national inte‐
gration in the global economy. On the other hand, such
parties are also skeptical of European integration. In this
variant, anti‐globalism implies support for policy initia‐
tives that either block or weaken the EU’s political, eco‐
nomic, and cultural integration processes (Ivaldi et al.,
2017). While these two variants of anti‐globalism often
go hand in hand with the policy platforms of European
anti‐globalist parties, pursuing them simultaneouslymay
prove difficult or, sometimes, even impossible.

Reducing EU MSs’ exposure to the vagaries of glob‐
alization confronts these political parties with a choice
between twopossible courses of action.On the onehand,
they could achieve this objective by engaging in a strategy
of external re‐bordering, implying the strengthening of
the EU’s capacity to close and control its external bound‐
aries by delegating new competencies at the EU level.
In the context of this discussion, this would imply the cre‐
ation of a truly supranational mechanism for screening
inward investment. On the other hand, they could do so
through a strategy of internal re‐bordering whereby pro‐

tection from the vagaries of globalization comes in the
form of a strengthened capacity to control economic bor‐
ders at the level of individual MSs rather than at the level
of the EU as a whole (see Schimmelfennig, 2021).

The former strategy is potentiallymore effective than
the latter. The EU has historically been able to exer‐
cise substantial influence and act as an effective global
rule‐maker in global economic governance: the large
size of its domestic economy conferred its huge bargain‐
ing power in international economic negotiations and
enabled it to become an effective global rule‐maker in
global economic governance (Damro, 2012). Therefore,
compared to a strategy of internal re‐bordering based
on the strengthening of screening capacities at the level
of MSs, creating a supranational mechanism for screen‐
ing inward FDIs could be expected to maximize the EU’s
ability to assert itself in international investment poli‐
tics. At the same time, a strategy of external re‐bordering
implies a loss of autonomy for the MS. The strengthen‐
ing of boundary control capacities at the level of the
MS may make the EU less capable of weighing in inter‐
national investment relations. However, it enables each
MS to retain autonomy in formulating the appropriate
responses to external shocks. In short, external pressures
calling for boundary reconfigurations confront EU gov‐
ernments with a fundamental trade‐off between effec‐
tiveness and autonomy: external re‐borderingmaximizes
the former, while internal re‐bordering the latter.

This discussion is relevant in this context because
it highlights the importance of the conceptual distinc‐
tion between different types of anti‐globalism. Our dis‐
cussion suggests that anti‐globalist parties’ stances on
whether to cope with externally induced shocks through
strategies of external or internal re‐bordering largely
dependonwhich variety of anti‐globalismprevailswithin
them.While traditional variants of anti‐globalism should
be more conducive to support for strategies of exter‐
nal re‐bordering strengthening the EU’s power in inter‐
national investment politics, anti‐European variants of
anti‐globalism should trigger greater support for strate‐
gies of internal re‐bordering granting MSs more auton‐
omy in coping with globalization‐induced economic pres‐
sures. These two strategies can often be incompatible
since the strengthening of internal border control capac‐
ity tends to weaken the prospects for successful external
re‐bordering and vice versa.

How European anti‐globalist parties translate their
policy preferences into policy choices can, therefore, be
conceived as a function of how political contingencies
lead them to prioritize these two different forms of
anti‐globalism at particular points in time. Where tradi‐
tional anti‐globalism prevails, we should expect it to pro‐
duce support for strategies of external re‐bordering that
increase the EU’s ability to close and control access to its
economic space. In the case anti‐Europeanism predom‐
inates, we should anticipate it to stimulate support for
strategies of external re‐bordering, resurrecting barriers
to economic exchange between the MSs. In this context,

Politics and Governance, 2023, Volume 11, Issue 4, Pages 177–187 180

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


we contend that the paradoxical observation that the
opposition towards the EU investment screening regime
by two eminently anti‐globalist parties, the Lega Nord
and the Five Star Movement, can be explained by the
fact that they were united around the common denomi‐
nator of anti‐Europeanism and, hence, prioritized it over
traditional anti‐globalism. In short, facing a choice of
external and internal re‐bordering, these parties prior‐
itized the latter, choosing to strengthen the domestic
mechanism for screening inward FDIs rather than sup‐
porting the creation of an EU‐wide screeningmechanism.
While this choice had the obvious drawback of weaken‐
ing the EU’s capacity to control inward FDIs, the availabil‐
ity of a domestic mechanism for the screening of inward
FDIs reassured the Italian government that it could avoid
ceding new powers and sovereignty to Brussels without
remaining powerless in the context of a growingly geo‐
politicized international investment landscape.

3. Empirical Illustration

In linewith the logic of outcome‐centric research designs
(Gschwend & Schimmelfennig, 2007), we are primarily
interested in providing an in‐depth, within‐case study of
the factors and causal processes that explain the timing
and content of Italy’s evolving negotiating position on
the EU regime for screening inward FDIs. To do so, we
combine evidence from primary and secondary sources
with evidence collected through nine interviews with
selected Italian and European stakeholders to show that:
(a) changes in the coalition of parties supporting the
Italian government following the 2018 general election
plausibly account for the sudden change in Italy’s negoti‐
ating stance, (b) the “yellow‐green” governments prior‐
itized anti‐Europeanism over traditional anti‐globalism,
and (c) the availability of flexible mechanisms for screen‐
ing inward FDIs at the domestic level crucially mediated
how parties’ political preferences were translated into
policy choices.

3.1. Shifting Negotiating Stance: The Role of Changing
Coalition Governments and Political Parties’ Preferences

In February 2017, the German, French, and Italian
ministers of economy sent a letter to the EU Trade
Commissioner CeciliaMalmström, stating that theywere
“worried about the lack of reciprocity and about a pos‐
sible sell‐out of European expertise, which we are cur‐
rently unable to combat with effective instruments”
(Bundesministerium für Wirtschaft und Klimaschutz,
2017, p. 1). The idea was to promote the institution‐
alization of an EU‐wide investment screening mecha‐
nism aiming:

To prevent any damage to the economy through one‐
sided, strategic direct investment made by foreign
buyers in areas sensitive to security or industrial pol‐
icy, and to ensure reciprocity…with a European solu‐

tion, which would then similarly ensure fair competi‐
tive conditions across the EU. (Bundesministerium für
Wirtschaft und Klimaschutz, 2017, p. 1)

The proposal to establish an EU supranational frame‐
work for FDIs was strongly driven by the political agenda
of the newly elected French President Macron for a
“Europe that protects” and was warmly embraced by
Germany and Italy. Since the president of the European
Commission, Juncker, supported the initiative, in May
2017, the European Commission formalized in a strat‐
egy document its willingness to work toward a pan‐
European investment screening framework (European
Commission, 2017). However, this initiative sparked con‐
siderable debate in the June 2017 European Council,
with several MSs expressing concerns about its desirabil‐
ity (Chan & Meunier, 2022, pp. 525–528). After all, the
idea of a European investment screening had already
been advanced in 2013, but without success, given the
reluctance of some European states to cede sovereignty
in the management of investment policy.

The constellation of MSs’ preferences revolved
around three broad sets of positions. First, Germany and
the Nordic EU MSs were strongly in favor of a suprana‐
tional solution but feared that an EU investment screen‐
ing regime might open the door for a protectionist turn
in EU trade and investment policies. Second, France
and Italy also strongly supported a strong mechanism
at the EU level but pushed for a broad interpretation of
the rule to potentially accommodate autonomous indus‐
trial domestic policy initiatives. Third, several smaller
and mid‐EU MSs were generally skeptical about the ini‐
tiative because they feared it might pave the way for
an additional power grab from Brussels. In this phase,
therefore, Italy clearly positioned itself as a strong sup‐
porter of a strong, supranational solution in the context
of the discussion about the emerging European invest‐
ment screening regime (interview with an official of the
European Commission, 2022).

Things changed dramatically as a result of the
general political elections held in Italy on 4 March
2018. The Italian political system is characterized by a
multi‐party system and a mixed electoral system (a mix
of proportional and majoritarian), which makes it nec‐
essary to create government coalitions (Garzia, 2019).
In the 2018 elections, two of the most anti‐globalist par‐
ties in the European landscape (the Lega Nord and the
Five Stars movement) obtained spectacular results, 17%
and 33%, respectively, which led to the formation of
the so‐called “yellow‐green” government on 1 June 2018.
This government coalition represented a complete politi‐
cal novelty in the Italian political landscape. For the first
time, an Italian government had formedwithout compris‐
ing any of the traditional moderate, pro‐European par‐
ties that composed the fragmented Italian party system.
The formation of a government composed exclusively
of self‐proclaimed anti‐globalist parties caused a sudden
change in the policy position of the Italian government
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in the negotiating process concerning the EU investment
screening regime. Indeed, with the formation of the new
government, Italy switched from being an enthusiastic
supporter of the policy initiative to threatening to veto it.

Their change of position not only became immedi‐
ately visible in the negotiating process, but it had sig‐
nificant consequences too. It created the perception
that Italy had begun to side with the EU MSs that had
been particularly sensitive to China’s talking points, such
as Hungary, and that this new configuration preference
could put the entire enterprise at risk (interview with a
member of the European Parliament, 2022). As a result,
the group ofMSs that had beenmore strongly supportive
of establishing an independent EU‐level screening mech‐
anism decided to significantly water down the initial pro‐
posal and move forward with the idea of a looser mech‐
anism mostly aimed at coordinating national investment
screening activities. In the end, faced with the impossibil‐
ity of blocking the initiative and a far less ambitious pro‐
posal, Italy decided to abstain. What is interesting to note
is that between February 2017, when Italy proposed an
EU‐wide investment screening mechanism together with
France andGermany, andMarch 2018,when it became its
main opponent, therewere no changes in the preferences
of societal actors or of other political parties. Societal
actors, such as large Italian companies and their indus‐
try associations, have always supported a common frame‐
work for European investment screening (Confindustria,
2019). The mainstream Italian political parties had consis‐
tently supported an EU‐wide investment screening mech‐
anism in the years preceding the 2018 general elec‐
tions. The “technocratic” government of Mario Monti
(2011–2013) formed by all Italian mainstream parties
extended the scopeof Italian investment reviewwhile call‐
ing for the setting up of an EU‐wide screeningmechanism.
For instance, in 2010, Monti himself wrote a report to the
then Commission President José Manuel Barroso, warn‐
ing that “the growth of state‐sponsored investment is also
fuelling concerns about excessive exposure of EU assets
to foreign ownership in sectors that have been liberal‐
ized” (Monti, 2010, p. 89). The subsequent coalition gov‐
ernments by Letta, Renzi, andGentiloni and guided by the
Democratic Party and Forza Italia, also strongly supported
the idea of a European EU investment screening and
mandated the minister of economic development, Carlo
Calenda, to take this file to the European level (Interview
with a member of the Italian presidency of the Council
of Ministers, 2022). In short, it seems eminently plausi‐
ble that the cause of the sudden shift in Italy’s negotiat‐
ing position is to be found in the political motives of the
parties that formed the government following the March
2018 elections.

3.2. Varieties of Anti‐Globalism in the Yellow‐Green
Cabinet

The discussion developed in Section 3.1 clearly suggests
that the change in the coalition of parties supporting the

government impacted the timing of Italy’s evolving nego‐
tiating position. It remains puzzling, however, why such
an anti‐globalist government opposed the creation of a
policy instrument that could have effectively strength‐
ened the EU’s ability to control inward FDIs. After all,
such a strategy of external re‐bordering, while strength‐
ening the possibilities to limit inward FDIs and increasing
bargaining power in trade and investment negotiations
with economically powerful countries such as the US and
China, was consistent with the anti‐globalist orientation
of the new government. It seems highly plausible that
the root cause of this (apparent) paradox lies in the ways
in which different “varieties” of anti‐globalism were pri‐
oritized by the two parties forming the “yellow‐green”
coalition government.

The political pact between the two parties was based
on a vision of “sovereigntist foreign policy,” which aspired
to take control over all the most important economic,
industrial, and political decisions. The policy platforms of
these two parties combined two different “varieties” of
anti‐globalism. Both parties’ policy platforms were char‐
acterized by a deep hostility towards the EU, portrayed
as “a supranational institution lacking democratic legit‐
imacy and ruled by unelected euro‐bureaucrats” (Nelli
Feroci, 2019, p. 1). The Five Star Movement highlighted
the negative externalities generated by the austerity
policies promoted by Brussels, while Salvini’s Lega sug‐
gested a review of all the European treaties limiting state
sovereignty. The two parties also held ambiguous posi‐
tions on the possibility of Italy leaving the Euro and
returning to a national currency.

At the same time, both parties upheld traditional
anti‐globalist positions. The Five Star Movement consis‐
tently criticized global financial and economic integra‐
tion, focusing their criticismparticularly on the economic
and financial governance of the World Bank and the
International Monetary Fund (Pirro & van Kessel, 2018).
The LegaNord criticized large capitalist and transnational
corporations, denouncing “the drowning of globalism in
a world dominated by large multinationals” (Ivaldi et al.,
2017, p. 360). In particular, during the financial crisis, the
Lega Nord blamed unregulated “financial globalization
promoted and carried out by the world of high finance.”
Interestingly, the Lega’s prognosis was to keep compa‐
nies alive, partly through protectionist measures intro‐
duced at the EU level (Lega, 2009, as cited in Pirro &
van Kessel, 2018, p. 332).

A number of political contingencies led these two
parties to prioritize anti‐Europeanism. Most notably,
both parties prioritized anti‐Europeanism to avoid
endangering their relations with foreign powers. Indeed,
the marked anti‐European stance of the two govern‐
ing parties led the yellow‐green government to find
new geopolitical referents outside Europe. Italy signed a
Memorandum of Understanding and became an official
member of China’s Belt and Road Initiative on 23 March
2019. The announcement came during President Xi
Jinping’s state visit to Rome, making Italy the first G7
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member to formally adhere to China’s signature trade
and connectivity project. This initiative was mostly moti‐
vated by the need to attract Chinese foreign invest‐
ment (Ministero degli Affari Esteri e della Cooperazione
Internazionale, 2018). Some have interpreted the pro‐
Chinese turn of the yellow‐green government as a tacti‐
cal signal to France and Germany: Being a privileged part‐
ner of China could provide Italywith negotiating leverage
over other issues. In other words, this move has been
considered an act of playing by “the playbook of pop‐
ulists in soft balancing,” whereby the strengthening of
links with external powers is used to contest ideologi‐
cal rivals (Giurlando, 2021, p. 6). Others have pointed
to the presence of political entrepreneurs within the
government, especiallyMinister Tria and Undersecretary
Geraci, who were vocal in pushing for a partnership with
Beijing. Others contend that as early as 2015 (well before
the yellow‐green government), Italy’s diplomatic appa‐
ratus was already heavily involved in courting Chinese
investment and that Euro‐Atlantic governments were
the first to actually open up to Chinese investment in
infrastructure and strategic companies (Pugliese et al.,
2022; see also Andornino, 2023). In any case, proxim‐
ity to China is seen by many as the main reason why
the Five Star Movement favored the vote of absten‐
tion when the EU‐wide FDI screening mechanism was
voted in 2019. For instance, Undersecretary Geraci con‐
firmed in an interview that Italy was against an invest‐
ment screening mechanism at the EU level and declared
that hewould prefer to sell part of the national champion
Alitalia to Chinese investors rather than to Germany’s
Lufthansa (Follain & Mathieson, 2018).

The Lega Nord also prioritized anti‐Europeanism but
for different reasons. The Lega Nord, in particular the
powerful Under‐Secretary of State of the Presidency of
the Council of Ministers Giancarlo Giorgetti, raised two
sets of concerns during negotiations. On the one hand,
and in line with the anti‐European and sovereignist ori‐
entation of the Lega Nord, he feared that such a pol‐
icy initiative could strengthen the EU’s ability to have a
voice in Italy’s decisions on inward investments. On the
other hand, he was concerned that an EU‐level invest‐
ment screening mechanism could tighten control not
only on Chinese but also on US investment. In short,
within the Lega Nord, there were significant concerns
that an investment screening regime at the EU level
could also endanger transatlantic investment relations
(interview with a member of the Italian presidency of
the Council of Ministers, 2022). It is worth noting that
US pressure groups at the time were suggesting that
Italy, a country with a declining direct foreign investment
base, should adopt policies to open up to investment
rather than close it down, also to have a comparative
advantage over European allies such as France (American
Chamber of Commerce in Italy, 2019). More generally,
there was a perception that the US preferred EU MSs
to equip themselves with discretionary instruments that
would simultaneously enable blocking access for Chinese

companies while allowing access for US companies to
continue operating in the EU market. Given the prefer‐
ences of these two parties, it is not surprising that dur‐
ing all five rounds of negotiations, the Italian government
strongly pushed for explicitly recognizing the exclusive
competence of the MSs to establish national investment
screeningmechanisms (Dipartimento per le Informazioni
della Sicurezza, 2019).

The position of the yellow‐green government on the
EU‐wide investment screening mechanism thus seems
to have been crucially defined by the fact that the Lega
Nord and the Five Star Movement converged around
the commondenominator of anti‐Europeanism. Thiswas
by no means obvious. For instance, another strongly
anti‐globalist party such as Fratelli d’Italia (Brothers of
Italy), at the time considered the creation of a strong EU
investment review mechanism as a desirable protective
tool against the vulnerabilities of globalization (Senato
della Repubblica, 2018). One important reason why
the Lega Nord and the Five Star Movement prioritized
anti‐Europeanism over traditional anti‐globalism was
that these twoparties did notwant to endanger relations
with their respective (perceived) foreign patrons. The cre‐
ation of a supranational European screening mechanism
would not only imply a “Brussels power grab,” which
these two parties clearly opposed, but would also open
the way for the imposition of restrictions on inward FDIs
at the EU level against both China, with which the Five
Star Movement was keen to further develop economic
relations, and the US, with which the Lega Nord was
trying to ingratiate itself. The convergence around the
common denominator of anti‐Europeanism of the two
parties supporting the yellow‐green government created
the political conditions for the Italian government’s sud‐
den shift towards a strategy of internal re‐bordering.

3.3. The Selective Use of Golden Power to Screen FDIs

In addition to the importance of the two parties’ hos‐
tility towards European integration and concerns about
relations with foreign powers, another factor played a
key role in shaping the Italian government’s decision to
oppose the creation of an EU‐wide investment screening
mechanism: the availability of the alternative of strength‐
ening investment screening at the domestic level. More
specifically, the position of the Italian government was
influenced by the fact that it could pursue a strategy
of internal‐re‐bordering based on the use of “golden
power” mechanisms to selectively screen uncontrolled
flows of FDIs endangering strategic sectors.

In 2012, the Italian government issued a law decree
on “golden power,” which grants the government spe‐
cial powers concerning companies owning or controlling
“strategic assets” in specified industries, namely defense
and national security and energy, transport, and telecom‐
munications. If the government believes the national
interest is threatened, it can veto decisions, block invest‐
ments, and impose special conditions (Italian Republic,
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2012). In addition, it can issue “soft” and non‐legally
binding considerations. This golden power is a mecha‐
nism that leaves a wide discretion to the government,
allowing it to decide on a case‐to‐case basis whether
to allow or block a certain transaction. The government
can also decide by decreewhich activities are considered
strategic for national security and defense. The Italian
golden power regime has been sanctioned by several rul‐
ings of the European Court of Justice precisely because
of the discretionary nature of its exercise and the lack of
precise requirements for its application.

At the very same time that Italy was negotiating
in Brussels for the establishment of an EU‐wide invest‐
ment screening mechanism, the government extended
the golden power to “sectors of high technological
intensity” in October 2017 and to “assets and relation‐
ships concerning 5G networks and related technolo‐
gies” in March 2019. The case of 5G is a paradigmatic
example of the possibility of using the flexible golden
power mechanism to circumvent different political pref‐
erences and to deal with the presence of “varieties
of anti‐globalism.”Between 2017 and 2019, the Italian
government was under pressure from the US to block
Huawei’s entry into 5G networks. Following the sugges‐
tion of the intelligence services, the Italian Parliamentary
Committee for Security supported the US position
(Italian Parliamentary Committee for Security, 2019).
However, the yellow‐green government had signed the
Memorandum of Understanding with China and did not
want to give in to US pressure.

The government has managed to strike a delicate
political compromise by simply extending the golden
power regime to the 5G sector. This allows the gov‐
ernment to use the golden power mechanism to selec‐
tively block unwanted foreign investment in this sec‐
tor. The government is, therefore, not forced to step
in to block investments by Chinese companies (such
as Huawei or ZTE) in 5G ex‐ante (as in France or the
UK), but it may eventually do so on a case‐by‐case
basis (Calcara, 2022). The extension of golden power
to 5G simultaneously reassured Beijing that its compa‐
nies would not be excluded ex‐ante but also reassured
its US and European allies that they would be able to
block Chinese investments if necessary. The flexibility
of the golden power regime was an additional factor
that allowed the Italian government to pursue a strat‐
egy of internal re‐bordering at the expense of external
re‐bordering at the European level.

During the pandemic emergency, the Italian govern‐
ment institutionalized a special regime that established
the obligation for both EU and non‐EU investors to notify
the Italian authorities of any direct or indirect acquisition
of a controlling interest and for non‐EU investors only
of any direct or indirect acquisition of a non‐controlling
minority interest (acquisition of at least 10% of the share
capital or 10% of the voting rights and exceeding the fol‐
lowing thresholds 15%, 20%, 25%, and 50%), provided
that the value of the investment exceeds €1 million.

Political discretion in the actual employment of the
golden power is also evidenced by the activism of the
Draghi government, which has fully returned to the
Euro‐Atlanticist fold to block (on a case‐to‐case basis)
the entry of Chinese companies into strategic sectors,
such as their blocking of the deal between Fastweb
and Huawei regarding 5G (Bechis & Lanzavecchia, 2021).
The coalition government formed by the Brothers of
Italy, Lega, and Forza Italia, which emerged from the
2022 elections, will continue to use the golden power
mechanism to screen Chinese control of historic Italian
companies considered strategic (e.g., Pirelli) but also
potentially to deter European (especially French) invest‐
ment groups from controlling strategic companies in
the telecommunications sector, such as TIM (Italian
Government Presidency of the Council of Ministers,
2023). The possibility of screening investments in strate‐
gic sectors on a case‐by‐case basis thus facilitated the
yellow‐green government’s decision to pursue a strat‐
egy of internal re‐bordering by reassuring it that, despite
the absence of an EU‐wide screening mechanism, Italy
would not remain powerless in the face of undesired for‐
eign investments.

4. Conclusions

In seeking to explain why Italy turned from being one
of the main supporters of a supranational investment
screening mechanism at the EU level into one of its main
opponents in the space of just a few months, we devel‐
oped two complementary arguments. First, we stressed
the crucial role played by the political preferences of
the parties that formed the coalition governments after
the 2018 general elections, i.e., the Five Star Movement
and the Lega Nord. Second and relatedly, we suggested
that the content of their position was influenced by
their prioritization of anti‐Europeanism over traditional
anti‐globalism. This latter element was itself a conse‐
quence of these parties’ fears of a “Brussels power grab,”
their desire to maintain close relations with their per‐
ceived foreign patrons, and the availability of domes‐
tic institutions that reassured them that they would not
remain powerless in the face of an increasingly geo‐
politicized international investment landscape.

While our primary objective was to explain the evo‐
lution of the Italian government’s stance on negotia‐
tions concerning the EU investment screening regime,
we believe our arguments and findings could also shed
important light on ongoing debates about the future of
European integration. As Schimmelfennig (2021, p. 314)
aptly argued, “Whether external re‐bordering will suc‐
ceed and help consolidate the EU, or disintegration
tendencies will prevail is an eminent political question
for the future of European integration.” The European
Commission is well aware that this is probably the most
pressing political issue in the face of the risks arising from
new geopolitical and technological realities. Its recently
released European Economic Security Strategy states:
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A common and coordinated EU action across poli‐
cies, through cooperation between the EU and the
member states, is essential for the Union’s economic
security. The alternative to an EU approach to eco‐
nomic security is that our partners will pick and
choose alliances, while less well‐intentioned players
will seek to divide and conquer….The key to suc‐
cess will be to act in unity. (European Commission,
2023, p. 14)

While it is generally presumed that the growing political
importance of anti‐globalist parties inmany EUMSs does
not bode well for the EU’s ability to put in place effective
strategies for external re‐bordering (Poletti, 2023), our
contribution underscores the importance of acquiring a
more systematic understanding of the mechanisms link‐
ing anti‐globalization sentiments and policy outcomes at
the EU level. In the case we considered in this article;
indeed, the bond between the Lega Nord and the Five
Star Movement around the common denominator of
anti‐Europeanism led the Italian government to support
a strategy of internal, rather than external, re‐bordering
in the context of negotiations for the establishment of
a new investment screening regime in the EU. However,
as we argued, traditional variants of anti‐globalism need
not necessarily weaken the prospects of a more uni‐
fied EU in the face of a more geo‐politicized inter‐
national economic landscape. Whether anti‐globalism
will strengthen or weaken the EU’s ability to act as
a unitary actor in a more turbulent international eco‐
nomic environment crucially depends on the variety of
anti‐globalism that comes to dominate the narratives
and political choices of anti‐globalist parties in the next
few years.
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