
MOUNTING TENSIONS IN FRANCE-ITALY RELATIONS

TROUBLED WATERS BETWEEN EUROPEAN PARTNERS

Since its formation in mid-2018, the new Italian government has engaged in a series 
of arguments with France, most recently over the controversial actions of an Italian 
minister. However, these tensions have deeper roots that can be traced to different 
views on Libya and migration.
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The decision by the French govern-
ment to recall its ambassador from 
Italy on 7 February 2019 marked a 
peak in the recent tensions between 
Rome and Paris. It was an unprece-
dented act in the post-1945 history 
of bilateral relations, and a worry-
ing sign of antagonism between two 
founding members of the European 
Union.

The controversial statements by 
Luigi Di Maio, Italy’s deputy prime 
minister and leader of the Five Star 
Movement, were the immediate 
cause of the French decision. In late 
January, Di Maio accused France 
of pursuing “colonial policies” in 
Africa. A few weeks later, he trav-
elled to France to meet some rad-
ical members of the Gilets Jaunes 
(Yellow Vests), a grassroots polit-
ical movement that has led mass 
protests and called for the resigna-

tion of French President Emmanuel 
Macron. The French government 
regarded Di Maio’s trip as interfer-
ence in France’s domestic affairs 
and swiftly recalled its ambassador 
from Rome.

While Di Maio’s actions were 
decisive in bringing French-Ital-
ian tensions to a tipping point, 
the bilateral relationship had been 
strained for a long time. Serious di-
vergences emerged during the Lib-
yan crisis. In 2011, France strongly 
supported a military intervention 
in Libya, an option which Italy 
initially opposed due to its good 
working relations with the Gaddafi 
regime (Italy had signed a Treaty on 
Friendship, Partnership and Coop-
eration with the regime in 2008). 
Tensions continued as France later 
undertook diplomatic initiatives to 
address the Libyan conflict without 

coordinating with Italy – most no-
tably, the summit at La Celle Saint-
Cloud in July 2017. Competing eco-
nomic and political interests, which 
partly relate to both countries’ co-
lonial past in North Africa, provide 
the background to their divergenc-
es regarding Libya.

With the worsening of the ref-
ugee crisis since 2014, when Libya 
became a crucial and deadly route 
for people fleeing to Europe, criti-
cal views on France’s foreign policy 
frequently re-emerged in the Ital-
ian public debate. France was seen 
as the main advocate of the Western 
military intervention that contrib-
uted to Libya’s political disintegra-
tion. 

Emmanuel Macron’s election 
in 2017 raised hopes in Rome of an 
improvement in the bilateral re-
lationship, as Italy was still gov-



The Finnish Institute of International Affairs is an independent research institute that 

produces high-level research to support political decisionmaking and public debate both 

nationally and internationally.

All manuscripts are reviewed by at least two other experts in the field to ensure the high

quality of the publications. In addition, publications undergo professional language checking 

and editing. The responsibility for the views expressed ultimately rests with the authors.

MARCH 2019   4

erned at that time by a centre-left 
coalition. However, one of Ma-
cron’s first decisions was to block 
a planned merger between Italy’s 
state-owned shipbuilding com-
pany Fincantieri and France’s STX 
Shipyard. Rome saw the decision 
as an infringement of a negotiated 
agreement, in contrast with Ita-
ly’s previous acceptance of several 
takeovers of Italian companies by 
French businesses. Macron’s initi-
ative to host the summit on Libya 
in July 2017 provoked further Ital-
ian criticism of the new president.

In order to repair the relation-
ship with Rome, Macron subse-
quently allowed a renegotiation of 
the deal between STX and Fincant-
ieri, which was completed during a 
bilateral summit in September 2017. 
Moreover, during his visit to Rome 
in early 2018, Macron proposed a 
plan for a French-Italian treaty that 
would boost bilateral cooperation.

However, political develop-
ments in Italy hindered further 
discussions on the plan. Follow-
ing the March 2018 parliamentary 
elections, the populist Five Star 
Movement and the far-right League 
formed a coalition government. 
The leader of the League, Matteo 
Salvini, who is also a close ally of 
French far-right leader Marine Le 
Pen, identified Macron as one of 
his main antagonists in Europe-

an politics and harshly criticised 
his views. Macron responded by 
denouncing the growing populist 
wave in Italy.

The main disagreements con-
cerned migration policy. In 2011, 
following the Arab Spring, France 
began stopping trains at the border 
with Italy in order to prevent the 
entry of asylum seekers, causing 
Rome’s diplomatic protests. As a 
result, hundreds of migrants were 
stranded at the border for months, 
in precarious conditions. 

More recently, tensions peaked 
in June 2018 when Salvini – in his 
capacity as Interior Minister – 
closed Italian ports to a ship car-
rying rescued migrants. Macron 
accused Italy of cynicism and ir-
responsibility. The Italian govern-
ment countered that France was 
not welcoming asylum seekers ei-
ther, and had not even implement-
ed the relocation quota agreed upon 
at the EU level. Due to these ten-
sions, the traditional annual Ital-
ian-French high-level summit, a 
practice initiated in 1981, did not 
take place in 2018.

Hence, the recalling of the 
French ambassador in February 
2019 appears to be the culmination 
of long-standing tensions, which 
intensified after the formation of 
a populist, right-wing coalition 
government in Italy. Thanks to the 

intervention by Italian President 
Sergio Mattarella, a staunch advo-
cate of Italy’s European orientation, 
the diplomatic crisis was resolved 
within a week. Following a phone 
conversation between Macron and 
Mattarella, the French ambassador 
returned to Rome, while Mattarel-
la agreed to an upcoming visit to 
France. 

However, the underlying causes 
of French-Italian tensions require 
deeper engagement at the gov-
ernmental level. This is unlikely 
to happen before the European 
elections in May 2019, in which 
Macron, Salvini and Di Maio will 
campaign for different camps and 
visions of Europe. 

In order to fully restore the 
bilateral relationship, frank dis-
cussions should address out-
standing disagreements. Current-
ly, French-Italian cooperation is 
essential to cope with the EU’s 
numerous domestic and exter-
nal challenges. Most importantly, 
if bilateral dialogue is promoted 
with a focus on humanitarian is-
sues, French-Italian reconciliation 
will also benefit Libya and asylum 
seekers. 


