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Dear Mr Lalit Bhasin (ORF Trustee), Ambassadors, Honorable guests, 

  

Thank you very much for your invitation. It is a special honour for me being 

with you today. I have always admired the important work of organizations like 

yours, that bridge between academic research and politics, between politicians 

and thinkers. The world increasingly needs this kind of excellent work. 

We are living in a difficult transition. Geo-political instability is still present, at 

the same time economic dynamism and, in Europe, a renewed sentiment of trust 

for our common journey, are feeding hopes that we are heading towards better 

times. 

 

So on the one hand we have still instability in many areas, on the other hand we 

have good economic perspectives. This latter reflection might be considered 

unimportant from the perspective of the spectacular ongoing economic rise of 

India. India’s GDP is almost five times higher than it was in 2000. However, as 

Europeans, we waited for long years the comeback of economic growth. 

In fact, our European societies have undergone ten very difficult years. 

For the first time in our history, a country that you know very well, Great 

Britain, has chosen to leave the European Union, and the process of Brexit has 

just started. At the same time, we saw the emergence of populism, which I tend 

to understand as nihilism: the loss of faith in the capacity of our democracies to 

fix the wrongs that occur. These phenomena are all part of the complex net of 

consequences of the economic crisis started in 2007 and that in Italy, for 

example, ended only in 2014 with a modest recovery that is now, finally, 

accelerating. 

 

We are fighting challenges on many fronts. We face an unstable geo-political 

scenario in which reasons of concerns are not decreasing. We could mention 

North Korea and the international terrorism threat. We are particularly focused 

in North Africa and the Middle East with the view of finding a reasonable and 

equitable way to build a long-term and long-lasting stabilization. We want to 

see Africa thrive, socially and economically. Also because this is the only way 

to manage migration flows without giving up to our principles and our 

humanity. 

 

Geo-politics however is more than global tensions: in current times geo-politics 

brings about global opportunities. Global trade is again on the rise; large 

infrastructural projects in your country and a renewed focus on investment in 



Europe will offer important chances of cooperation. Over 400 Italian companies 

operate already in India and roughly 150 Indian companies are in Italy. These 

numbers are promising, but we can and will do much better. 

 

A few large Italian companies, business federations and the Italian Trade 

Agency are with me in this visit, and they are having a dense agenda with 

Indian counterparts. More companies will join other official visits in India in the 

coming weeks. As governmental officials we offer our support and 

encouragement, and I am sure the private sector will be quick to grab every 

opportunity. 

 

There are many sectors in which Italy and India can benefit from each other’s 

talents and expertise,  from infrastructure to agrifood, from machine tools to 

energy and green technologies. It is not only about business, and not even only 

about India and Italy: the more we are able to strengthen and develop inclusive 

economic growth, in an open global market based on the rule of law and the 

principles of economic inclusion, the more the international tensions will tend to 

subdue. 

 

While engaged in challenging geo-political fronts, even at home we are 

experiencing, finally, a good outlook in our economies. In the current year, 

economic forecasts for Italy have been constantly amended with increasing 

numbers, reaching now an expected 1.5% growth for 2017. Since 2014, our 

economy created more than 900 thousands new jobs, and more people move 

from being discouraged and inactive, to seeking employment. In Italy, female 

employment levels and foreign investment levels are at an historical high; the 

first one is still very low but it is at a historical high. Exports are rising fast, by 

8.4% compared to last year. In 2016 bilateral trade value between Italy and 

India reached 8,3 billion US dollars increasing by 2% vis-à-vis 2015. While 

machineries and chemical products prevail in Italian exports towards India our 

imports from India included metallurgy, chemistry and clothing. 

 

 

Of course, the challenges of our two countries are not the same. We are 

reshaping, reforming our country and our economy to be better equipped in 

front of global challenges. India is the largest democracy in the world, one of 

the fastest growing economies, and this comes with many complex cultural, 

social and economic transitions. 

 

Speaking in Calcutta, years after the end of his term, one of my predecessor, the 

late Giovanni Spadolini, reminded us that “Democracy is the political 

precondition in order to eradicate every injustice, every inequality and every 

abuse of power”. He was discussing the strong similarities between the Italian 



and Indian “Risorgimento”, the struggle for independence. Also today, we both 

answer to our modern challenges with vision, with reforms, with determination. 

While engaged in wide, often controversial discussions, Italy spent the last four 

years in a quite extraordinary reform effort. We changed our labor market laws, 

reformed our banking systems to improve competitiveness and transparency. 

We updated the justice system and our bureaucratic apparatus. We invested in 

public schools and apprenticeship. 

 

We have to be cautious and not lose momentum in this reforming efforts 

because they are relevant but they are not complete. In fact, one thing 

globalization taught us in the last 20 years: there is not room for being idle, 

either a country becomes a clear actor and finds a protagonist role in the 

globalized world, or it will suffer its consequences without enjoying any 

benefit. 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, a recent study stated that 3.2 billion people, that is 42% 

of the world population, lives currently in a “middle class” condition. India is a 

global protagonist of this staggering result. In the next five years the global 

middle class is expected to increase by a further billion people, and over one 

third, 380 million people, will be Indian. 

 

Of course this number goes to the merit of your government and your economy. 

I think it also gives long-term perspectives to both our countries and our future 

relationships. 

 

Our country is a tourist destination that the global middle class dreams of, and 

yours is as well. This summer our museums, our cities, our beaches increased 

visitors by the double-digit. India and Italy have been a constant source of 

cultural and spiritual inspiration and this attraction ability will only increase as 

more and more people will be able to afford to travel and meet their wishes for 

discovery. 

 

From an economic perspective, Italian companies produce goods that the global 

middle class generally wants to buy. Italian entrepreneurs are able to keep our 

country stable as the second largest manufacturing economy in Europe. This 

long-term trend will meet also with your aspiration to increase your role as a 

manufacturing hub. In the heyday of globalization Italy was perhaps not 

endowed with the right structures to expand globally, as other European 

countries did. But now instead is the time where our knowledge in small and 

medium enterprising, in robots and technologies that suit the need of production 

for a growing economy like yours, are of great interest and great use. 



But global trends also highlight a paradox we must face, if we are to persist and 

to prevail in our effort of defending democracy against the threat of terrorism 

and the threat of nihilism and populism. 

 

In facts, while the World looks in his best shape ever from a distant perspective, 

in terms of poverty and across-country inequality, nobody lives in a distant 

perspective. People live in real contexts, people are not numbers or statistics. 

We know that in our developed countries and also in newly emerged 

economies, many strata of the middle class and the low-earner groups have 

suffered and are still suffering. 

 

It is a fact that you will not rejoice for the improving social conditions in the 

other side of the planet if your opportunities are shrinking, your salary does not 

allow you to make ends meet, if your kids look less fulfilled than you were at 

their age. It is a fact that inequality can be even sharper if it depends on unequal 

sets of opportunities that look intolerable. 

 

To make things harder, masters of illusion are always at work, making sure that 

the legitimate causes for anger and frustration are exploited to the bone. 

And so progressive parties and governments are facing hard challenges. There is 

no silver bullet. However, with the creative wisdom of politics we can ensure 

that policies which support growth go hand-in-hand with those that support 

social inclusion. This is key to the strengthening of long-term relationship 

between developed and newly emerged economies. Based on a dialogue among 

equals, we must figure out the best possible balance between domestic interest 

and international equilibrium, because they reinforce one another. 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, the efforts of the Italian government have two key 

drivers. On the one hand, we will continue to work to improve our domestic 

conditions, leading the country to ordinary elections in the spring of next year. 

The other inspiring point of reference for us is the world, through Europe and 

through special bilateral relationships. Brexit worked, indeed, as a wakeup call. 

The European project is one of stunning long-term success, it has established 

peace and prosperity in lands where war was the norm. But politics, again, is 

about the future. Decisions are taken on the new paths, not the old ones. 

This is why we need stronger economic policies, not to increase spending, but 

to give meaningful answers to our citizens. We need, further, a common 

European policy on migration. Italy saved tens of thousands of lives at sea. The 

global phenomenon of migration sees us in the front line. On this, we need 

increasingly multilateral approaches. 

 

In this legislature, my predecessors and myself have undertaken 

an  unprecedented effort of revamping and strengthening bilateral relations. In 



the global context, national identities crafted on culture, the economy and the 

best traditions each has to offer, are crucial in order to reach that balance of 

domestic and international order I was referring to earlier. 

 

We must reinforce and strengthen global trade, based on the international 

fairness and transparency. At the same time it is now very clear that trade alone 

is not enough. More has to be done to protect and to support families and 

individuals. More has to be done to foster cultural and personal exchanges: only 

strong identities can share and exchange ideas and values. Both India and Italy 

have a lot to contribute to the world in this respect. 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, we also have to re-establish the links between the past, 

the present and the future. The masters of illusion always refer to a distant past, 

a golden age which never existed. An American author, Mark Lilla, said in his 

recent powerful book, “the reactionaries of our time have discovered that 

nostalgia can be a powerful political motivator, perhaps even more powerful 

than hope. Hopes can be disappointed. Nostalgia is irrefutable”. This is why it 

remains paramount to remember where we all really come from. 

 

India is the largest experiment of democratic rule in history, started with a 

process and a leadership that continues to inspire people all over the world. It 

faces constant preoccupation of terrorism and the social and economic 

challenges of such a diverse country. 

 

Of course, the sizes of our two countries seem to make them incomparable. But 

I disagree. We are countries based on the generosity of our family culture, 

which finds expression in a food culture that is more than taste, is the culture of 

caring. Our countries embed an amazing diversity. In some respect, we both are 

the entire world in one country. 

 

Let me quote you a brief paragraph: “he dedicated his whole life to the service 

of Italy, he was so broadminded that he could be regarded a citizen of every 

country. It was his constant yearning that every nation should become great and 

live in unity.” 

 

These words were written by Mahatma Gandhi in 1905, commemorating and 

praising the life of Giuseppe Mazzini, one of the founding fathers of united 

Italy. It sounds as if young Gandhi – he was 36 at the time of writing – was 

talking about himself. These words inspire us, for there cannot be contradiction 

between holding a heart open to the world, and a heart engaged to take care of 

one’s Nation. 



I think this is one of the key approaches of the Republic of Italy. In the last 70 

years, we did change many governments, but we have also been remarkably 

stable in our  fundamentals. 

 

We reconstructed the country after the war, experienced the greatest economic 

boom in our history, we defeated internal terrorism. We built a modern and 

dynamic economy, nurtured generations of scholars, intellectuals, artists. Italy 

took the choice of Europe and the single currency, and more recently we were 

able to recover from the Great Recession while always fulfilling international 

duties, including the global effort to tackle climate change. In all those years, 

we attempted at squaring the circle of economic freedom with an inclusive 

society. 

 

I think that for both our countries, looking at the past makes us confident that 

persisting is a good strategy. That confidence in democracy is well placed, that 

our values, while built out of a meaningful tradition and inspiring leaders, are 

and always will be the drivers of our choices. 
 


