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%5t X 7 — : The economic impact of immigration: the case of Italy

BESEMEE Ivan Etzo

During my visiting
fellowship at CAPS,
in March 2016, I had
the opportunity to
give a lecture on the
economic impact of
immigration in Italy,
which took place at
the Seikei University
on March 2", As
it 1s well known,
migration represents a hot topic in Europe, the
31.3% of international migrants live in Europe
and Italy represents one of the main European
destination country. The first part of the lecture
introduced some basic concepts related to the
economics of immigration and the definition of
different types of immigrants. At this regard, the
audience seemed to be particularly interested
in the difference between refugees and asylum
seekers, probably influenced by the current
refugee crises in Europe. When I introduced
the prevalent economic view of migration as a
human capital investment and the migration
decision as an individual investment decision a
faculty member fairly asked whether migration
could also be a household decision. In fact,
migration is a complex phenomenon and the
decision whether to migrate or not depends on
a wide set of push and pull factors. The push
factors are those factors which push people to
leave their country of origin (i.e. they refer to
the origin country). These factors can be either
economic factors like high unemployment rates,
low wages, high taxes, poverty or non-economic
factors like a civil war, violence, crime, and
religious persecution. Every push factor has
the corresponding pull factor, which refer to the
destination country (e.g., low unemployment
rates, high wages, etc..). Obviously, in some
cases these factors might affect not only the
single individual but her whole family, thus
the decision whether to migrate or not is taken
at the household level. In the second section of
the lecture I showed the patterns and trends
of foreign citizens resident in Italy. Italy has
a long tradition as a sending country, but it is
only during the eighties that it started to be

an important migrant-receiving country. The
number of foreign citizens almost doubled during
the period 2004-2010 reaching 4.5 m in 2010
(5 m in 2014). In the last part of the lecture I
talked about the economic impact of immigrants
in Italy. It is a common belief that immigrants
harm the hosting society, thus I started from
the main stereotypes and then showed whether
the research findings agree or not with that
particular belief. I showed that studies for Italy
and other European countries do not support
the belief that immigrants represent a burden
for the welfare system. According to the 2009
European Social Survey, on average 50% of
European native citizens see immigrants as
competitors for job, but the vast majority of the
empirical research find that immigrant workers
are complementary rather than substitute
with natives. At this regard, one question was
about the possibility that after a long period
immigrants could integrate in an almost
perfect way so that they become substitute with
natives. Even if this might be a possibility, the
integration process should lead to immigrants
being accepted in the society, together with their
cultural diversity. In this way immigrants keep
their original valuable skills. Another question
was about the possibility to identify a threshold
in the immigrant population share above which
the net economic impact of immigrants turns
negative. This might be an interesting topic
for future research, in particular at city level
where unexpected and high immigration flows
in the short period could make the negative
effects related to crowding population to offset
the positive ones. The last question was about
another common belief, that is the relation
between immigration and crime. Again, the
vast literature on this hot issue strongly reject
the causal relation between immigration and
crimes. I ended the lecture pointing out that
according to the main research findings, and
contrary to the common stereotypes, immigrants
represent an important asset for the hosting
economy. Therefore, more efforts are needed in
terms of better integration policies. The role
played by the mass media is also crucial in order
to fight the common negative stereotypes.
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