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Changing welfare in Southern Europe?  

Political competition and the evolution of minimum income protection in Italy and Spain 

 

Abstract 

The lack of a minimum income scheme (Mis) has been considered one of the main features of 

welfare states belonging to the Southern European Model. In the last decades, Italy and Spain have 

experienced very different developments in this policy field. In Spain, all Autonomous 

Communities have introduced Mis to the point that they currently cover the whole national 

territory and may be regarded as almost universal, despite significant variation in organization, 

funding, benefit level and programme design. In Italy we observe an inconsistent and somehow 

contradictory trajectory made of forth-and-back, with a number of regions having introduced safety 

nets, and most of them having subsequently displaced them.  

Two different yet intertwined puzzles emerges. Firstly, the introduction of regional Mis constitutes 

a significant deviation from the original model of protection of Southern European countries, and 

thus calls for an explanation. Secondly, despite very similar background (economical, social, 

institutional) (i.e. most similar research design), we observe a different policy evolution of regional 

safety nets. How can we explain path departure and divergence in the policy trajectories?  

In order to solve those puzzles we depart from previous claims of the literature about the limited 

scope for political competition dynamics in the minimum income protection field—due to their 

selective nature and low weight on the overall welfare budgets, coupled with the scarce power 

resources and political mobilization of (would-be) beneficiaries. Conversely, this paper argues that, 

especially in countries characterized by strong pressures to contain public expenditure and limited 

policy legacy, minimum income rights constitute firstly political products, as they originate from 

exchanges between politicians interested in offices and social actors interested in the specific content 

of state policy. Therefore two crucial variable are considered: 1) interest groups preferences and 

organizational interests 2) party structure and the presence of “new left” and/or “radical right” 

parties competing with traditional leftist and conservative parties.  

More specifically, we argue that, on the demand side, powerful interest groups (trade unions, faith-

based organizations, etc.) might have strategic reason to include safety net in their bargaining 

platform, despite the fact that (would be) beneficiaries very often do not belong to their traditional 

membership base.  On the offer side, we argue that the presence of several party at the right side is 

very likely to activate new conflict on issue as migrants and women’s position in the society, 

hindering the possibility of a compromise towards expanding minimum income protection. In 

contrast, competition within the left increase the possibility of the introduction and/or expansion of 

Mis, since competition increases the relevance of even marginal group with low political resources. 

Keywords: minimum income protection, party politics, political competition, poverty, Southern 

European welfare states. 
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1. Introduction  

The marginality of policies against poverty and social exclusion, and especially the lack of a 

minimum income scheme (Mis), has been considered one of the main features of welfare states 

belonging to the so-called Southern European Model (Ferrera 1996). In the last twenty years, 

countries in this cluster have witnessed major changes in this policy field, focusing more their 

interest on poverty and social exclusion and launching innovative policy programmes (Lalioti, 

forthcoming). Specifically, since the beginning of the new century, Portugal has introduced a 

national Mis. In Italy, the introduction of a national safety net have been frequently on the political 

agenda, but even though an experimentation was introduced in 1998 – i.e. Reddito Minimo 

d’Inserimento - it was lately displaced at the beginning of the new century (Sacchi and Bastagli, 

2005, Madama et al., 2014). In Spain a national scheme was never established, and in Greece until 

today no major reform passed in this policy field. 

At the same time, in Italy and Spain spatial policy rescaling processes have collided with the 

dynamics of welfare change, leading sub national units to assume increasing importance in this 

policy field. In Spain, all regions have introduced Mis to the point that they currently cover the 

whole national territory and may be regarded as almost universal, despite significant variation in 

organization, funding, benefit level and programme design (Arriba and Moreno, 2005, Rodrìguez 

Cabrero, 2009). In Italy we observe an inconsistent and somehow contradictory evolution of 

minimum income protection at the regional level, with a number of regions having introduced 

Mis, and most of them having subsequently displaced them.  

In light of these arguments, two different yet intertwined puzzles emerges. Firstly, the 

introduction of regional Mis in Italy and Spain - similarly to the introduction of a national scheme 

in Portugal - constitutes a significant deviation from the original model of protection of Southern 

European countries, and thus calls for an explanation. Secondly, despite very similar background 

(economical, social, institutional) (i.e. most similar research design), we observe divergence in the 

policy evolution of regional safety nets: why in Spain we observe a gradual expansion of the 

regional Mis, whereas in Italy those measures knew only a limited diffusion, and were often 

subsequently displaced? 

This paper argues that politics is key to understand those puzzling policy development and aims 

to shed light on the political nature of minimum income rights, which in our account result from 

exchange between politicians and social actors (Stoppino, 2001). This is considered particularly 

interesting in light of previous claims of the literatures about the limited scope of political 

competition dynamics in the field of minimum income protection – in reason of the limited 

number of (would be) beneficiaries and their low mobilization potential and political resources. 

Policy trajectories of regional minimum income in Italy and Spain assume a particular theoretical 

interest as they might provide useful insight to the debate over the specific political dynamics 

related to needs based social policy in a period characterized by growing social needs and, at the 

same time, strong pressures to contain public spending (Häusermann, 2012).  

Against this background, this paper aims at providing detailed account of the policy trajectories 

of regional minimum income policies in Italy and Spain but also at unveiling political competition 
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dynamics that might lead to path departure, gradual expansion or even to policy reversal in this 

contentious policy area. 

The article is structured as follows. The following section defines the analytical framework 

through a brief review of the literature on the relationship between interest groups, political 

parties and Mis. The third section illustrates the differentiated policy trajectories of regional anti-

poverty measures, highlighting the comparative peculiarities of last resort “safety nets” in Italy 

and Spain. The fourth section deepens into the analysis of the political dynamics that lead in both 

countries to a path departure from the original social assistance model. The fifth section presents 

the different political trajectories of regional safety nets while section six, building on the 

analytical framework previously introduced, offers an interpretation of the two policy trajectories. 

The conclusions identify the research directions that seem most promising to fully grasp the 

delicate relationship between political competition dynamics and policy output in this policy 

field. 

 

2. Poor beneficiaries, weak politics? Political competition and residual safety nets 

Since the 1980s, politics matters has become a key hypothesis in welfare state research, widely 

applied by scholars to interpret overall welfare state arrangements and sectoral developments 

that occurred in core social policy areas, namely pensions and health care (Myles and Quadagno, 

2002). Conversely, the political dimension of social assistance policy has received substantially 

less consideration. Narrow policy analyses have largely prevailed in this policy field, which has 

long been considered residual and less contentious, due to the selective nature of its programs 

and their limited impact on overall welfare budgets. 

In the last decade, this view has been challenged by the branch of studies on new social risks and 

the social investment paradigm, which have emphasized the normative implications and growing 

functional scope in the post-industrial context of this previously underemphasized welfare sector, 

the relevance of which has been further reinforced by the economic crisis. Despite this, the politics 

of social assistance remains largely under-theorized (cf. Clegg, 2014).  

In particular, in the field of social assistance few accounts take into consideration the potential 

mobilization of groups pressuring for the introduction of a means-tested scheme. One of the main 

reasons lies in the very limited political resources of (would be) beneficiaries and in their 

difficulties in organizing and mobilizing efficiently. Mobilization of individuals and group 

formation in fact is neither easy nor automatic, and beneficiaries of minimum income schemes are 

widely known to possess few of the resources necessary for group formation (Hays, 2001, Bonoli, 

2005). 

Moreover, many of the relevant social actors involved in the social assistance field might have 

good reasons to oppose the expansion of public safety nets. Improved minimum income benefits 

and services to the poor have the potential to displace the Church and religiously-based voluntary 

organisations that in many countries have traditionally played a major role in poor relief (Clegg, 

2014, Madama, 2010).  Targeted measured benefiting only the individual with an income below 

an established threshold might be seen particularly suspiciously also by trade unions, because 

FrancescoMaria
Sottolineato
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they are not specifically directed to their main constituency (Rueda, 2005), they might result in a 

qualitative decline of services (‘welfare for the poor become poor welfare’) (cfr. Ferrera, 2000), 

and, more generally, they might constitute an abandonment of the traditional social democratic 

goal of full employment and universal welfare state (Clegg, 2014).  

However, empirically we observe cases in which behind the introduction or expansion of safety 

nets there is the successful mobilization of relevant social actor, and in particular religious 

organization and trade unions (Lalioti, forthcoming). The broad literature on so-called union 

revitalisation (Baccaro et al., 2003; Frege and Kelly, 2003; Benassi and Dorigatti, 2013) has 

documented the attempts of unions to take up the causes and interests of workers beyond their 

core membership. From the perspective of this literature, the championing of minimum income 

policies that provide income security also to the so called atypical worker and long term 

unemployed might be attractive to unions as part of a more general strategy of agenda broadening 

(Clegg et al., 2012). Opposition could transform into support also for religious associations, which 

might consider that they could better achieve their ends by using the state as an instrument to 

realize the desired social order (cfr. Kahl, 2009). In particular, increasing social demand coupled 

by decreasing financing might induce Church to look for the state for compensating resources and 

residual intervention, i.e. the adoption of public anti-poverty measures, mostly if it is guaranteed 

a strong voice in the design of the programs and in their implementation. Also social movements 

might play an important role in this policy field. In the past decades, an antiprecarity movement has 

emerged in Europe (Lee and Kofman, 2014, Neilson and Rossiter, 2008), campaigning for an 

unconditional (basic) income (Mouchard, 2002, Mattoni, 2009), that were supported also by 

international fora such as the Basic Income Network. Despite criticizing European Mis, for their 

strong conditionality and workfare attitudes, the mobilization of those movements might provide 

fertile insights to policy entrepreneurs looking for new solutions to emerging problem and 

contribute to politicize the issue of income security for those citizens who do not have access to 

stable work contracts.  

As a result, depending on the strategic choice of relevant social actor, demand for minimum 

income protection, might be present, weak or completely absent in the political arena. This 

appears particularly relevant in the age of austerity, which sees different claims (and social 

groups) competing for scarce resources (Bonoli, 2005, Rueda, 2005 Häusermann, 2012). 

Social and interest group look for to the state in order to obtain the preferred policies, supporting 

in the political arena those parties that are able to guarantee their influence and organizational 

survival (Stoppino, 2001, Ferrera, 2005). Policy output are therefore shaped and conditioned by 

systemic characteristic of the party system (Hausermann, Picot and Geering, 2012), In particular, 

the activation of different political cleavages have relevant consequences for social policy 

evolution (Ferrera, 1993), especially in the field of minimum income protection (Jessoula et al., 

2014). The relevance of cleavages other than the class labour has been used in macro studies 

covering the broader issues of welfare types (Ferrera, 2005, Manow, 2009), rather than in 

explaining single policy decisions. However unveiling the multi dimensionality of the political 

space, and in particular the relevance of State -Church, Center -Periphery and the Authoritarian - 

Libertarian cleavages, may be particularly useful to depict the specific party policy preferences in 

this social policy area.  



6 
 

The political activation of the religious cleavage through conservative parties of religious defence, 

which have a strong commitment to traditional families values and to the principle of subsidiarity 

(Van Kersbergen, 1995, Manow and Van Kersbergen, 2009), might prevent public intervention 

and defend the role of primary networks of solidarities, especially in presence of traditional poor-

relief measures provided by charities and religious institutions. The (re) emergence and 

politicization of the Center Periphery relations (Ferrera 2005, McEwan and Moreno, 2005), might 

hinder the viability of national based anti-poverty schemes, especially in country characterised by 

wide territorial differentiation, as the development of a national scheme would result in a 

significant transfer of resources from rich to poor regions (Jessoula et al., 2014).  On the other hand, 

in the subnational political arena, activism in the social policy realm might prove useful for 

competitive region building purpose, since social policy are powerful instrument in order to 

demarcate geographical spaces and to stabilize new form of political organization (Banting, 1995, 

Ferrera, 2005). Finally, the emergence of a new cultural divide that opposes advocates of 

libertarian values to supporters of more traditionalists’ values (Kitshelt 1994, Kriesi 1999, 

Hausermann, 2012) appears particularly relevant for a policy field whose beneficiaries are deemed 

to be especially among women, migrants and young people, and to promote individual right, as 

against a more traditional view of the society in which (national) breadwinners are the main 

beneficiaries of social protection measures and family plays a more fundamental role in defending 

and shaping the choice of its members.  

As a result, party political preference regarding minimum income protection are more complex 

that in other policy field, as they are crucially shaped by normative consideration regarding not 

only what should be the proper policy initiatives to reduce poverty and social exclusion, but also 

who should be in charge of it. This appears to have particularly relevant consequences on the right 

side of the political spectrum, as preferences might be more complex and diversified than 

originally foreseen by the traditional welfare state literature (cfr. Jessoula et al., 2015). Liberals 

might support minimum income schemes as being the less expensive type of state intervention to 

help those affected by market failures since they provide not highly generous transfers, while the 

contractual nature of those policies promises to reduce welfare dependency and consequently 

lower the cost of the welfare state for taxpayers. Moreover, in countries which have already in 

place minimum income schemes, reinforcing those programs could be a political alibi for the 

dismantlement of higher-tier social protections schemes (cfr. Clegg, 2014).  Similarly, means-

tested schemes may well resonate with the notion of the residual welfare state shared by 

conservatives, because these schemes can in fact serve as springboard for recipient activation. The 

Catholic right and Christian democratic parties, quite the opposite, might show a negative attitude 

towards MIS, understood as detrimental to family and community self-organised arrangements 

and the survival of faith based organization. Regionalist parties are expected to have a contrasting 

view regarding those policies, opposing them in the national arena, while having a more positive 

attitude at the local level. Radical right parties are expected to be the strongest opponent towards 

expanding minimum income protection, for their opposition of universalism and libertarian 

values, and because in the welfare realm they tend to maintain a welfare chauvinist attitude 

whereas migrants usually represent a relevant share of minimum income beneficiaries.   
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In this perspective, we argue that in the field of social assistance, the political activation of the 

above mentioned cleavages in addition to the left-right divide make competition and coalition 

dynamics substantially more complex, with relevant consequences for the viability of minimum 

income reforms. In such a scenario, multipartism combined with electoral incentives for coalition-

building make social assistance politics a contentious terrain where it is difficult to forge political 

compromises. This is especially when minor (center-right) parties which explicitly oppose MISs 

are pivotal for the composition of governmental coalitions (cf. Green Pedersen, 2001).  

Against such backdrop, we contend that politics is crucial to understand developments 

concerning MISs, especially in Southern Europe, where the historical limited development of 

social assistance sector prevents path dependent dynamics (Piersons, 2000). The in depth analysis 

of the policy trajectories of regional safety nets in Italy and Spain – countries characterized by 

similar functional pressures and welfare regime- is here used to shed light on the relevance of the 

cleavage structure and political competition dynamics in this policy field, and to build a 

theoretical framework able to explain the evolution of needs based social policy in an age of 

austerity. 

 

3. Policy trajectories of regional minimum income schemes in Italy and Spain  

At the end of the 1980s, both Italy and Spain displayed very weak and fragmented systems of 

minimum income protection for the working age population. Public intervention was provided 

locally, with great territorial differentiation, and confined to those cases where the extended 

family – the primary network of solidarity - was not able to fulfil its role as a social safety net. The 

long-lasting lack of a national minimum income scheme against poverty, together with the 

underdevelopment of welfare services originated what has been called ‘familialism by default’, 

meaning a situation in which “there are no publicly provided alternatives to family care and 

financial support” for broad social groups (Naldini, 2003, Saraceno, 2010).  

At the end of the expansionary phase (1945 – 1990) in Italy the fight against poverty at the national 

level relied on categorical, mostly contributory, means-tested measures, and especially charitable 

organisations and family solidarity (Saraceno 1994; Naldini 2003; Bahle et al., 2010). Two 

categorical schemes were particularly important in this policy field: a social pension targeted to 

low-income elderly, and a means-tested benefit for people with disability who are not covered by 

any social insurance programs. Measures defined at the national level were complemented by a 

plethora of schemes in the field of social services and income support managed at the local level, 

with huge territorial variation. Counteracting the traditional inertia in this policy field, a pilot 

Minimum Insertion Income was launched in 1998, but it was soon discontinued in 2002 by the newly 

elected centre-right government (Sacchi and Bastagli, 2005). As a result, despite minor 

interventions, after 2001, progress in the social assistance sector was modest, the traditional 

configuration of social assistance policy proved to be highly ‘resilient’ (Madama, 2013, Madama, 

Jessoula and Natili, 2014).  

In Spain, at the end of the Eighties proposals to introduce a national Mis remained unanswered 

by the Spanish socialist government, which preferred to focus on other policy fields (see below; 
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Arriba, 1999). In particular important initiatives were implemented in favour of the elderly and 

the disabled, with the introduction of a flat-rate non-contributory pension in 1991, while social 

services were improved with respect to the provision of childcare, even though they remain 

comparatively underdeveloped in reason of the very low initial condition (Guillén, 2010). In 2000 

a new scarcely financed1 scheme - called Renta Activa de Inserción (RAI) – was introduced, aiming 

at labor market re-insertion of long term unemployed, aged 45 plus, who have exhausted their 

unemployment benefits and have family dependents. This measure strengthened minimum 

income protection in Spain while contributing to sector fragmentation.  

In both countries, the dynamics of welfare state change collided with spatial policy rescaling, 

leading sub-national units to assume increasing importance. Over the last 35 years, Spain and 

Italy have gone from being unitary, centralized countries to becoming highly decentralized ones 

in which sub national units play an essential role in the provision of public services and take up a 

significant share of public revenues (Del Pino and Pavolini, 2015). Despite differences in timing 

and in the political nature of the decentralization processes, since the early 2000s the allocation of 

social policy responsibilities across level of governments in Italy and Spain presents many 

similarities. The main bulk of social insurance provisions, including the pension system and 

unemployment benefits, rest strongly in the hand of the central government. Conversely, social 

policies with a strong component of service provision, such as health care, active employment and 

social services, are left largely in the hands of the sub national units. As for minimum income 

policies, in neither countries the national level has established a legislative framework, nor has 

ever introduced specific funds devoted to the creation of a regional Mis, thus leaving open to the 

regions the possibility to legislate in the field. 

In Italy the absence of an organic and inclusive national MIS had, by the early 1990s, already led 

the Special Status Regions of Northern Italy to introduce regionally based, means-tested income 

support measures. In 1991, Trentino Alto Adige, the Autonomous Province of Bolzano and the 

Autonomous Province of Trento did so, followed by Valle d’Aosta in 1994. However, a broader 

diffusion of such policy was observed at the regional level only after the devolution of social 

assistance competences to ordinary statute regions (C. Law 3/2001) and the failed extension to the 

whole Italian territory of the Mii pilot scheme. In sharp contrast to the Berlusconi II government’s 

decision to discontinue the national Mii, a number of regions governed by center-left coalitions 

decided to introduce innovative, regionally based Mis policy. In 2004, the Campania region did 

so and was soon followed by other regions characterized by very different socio-economic 

contexts. Regionally based MIS policies were introduced in some of the wealthiest regions of the 

North and in some of the most economically backward regions of southern Italy (Table 2): 

Basilicata (L.r.n. 3/2005), Friuli Venezia Giulia (L.r.n. 6/2005), Lazio (L.r.n. 4/2008), Puglia (L.r.n. 

19/2006) and Sardegna (L.r.n. 23/2005). At the same time, some regional laws transposing law 328 

foresaw the introduction of pilot regional safety net: this is the case of Emilia Romagna (art. 13, 

L.r.n. 2/2003), Toscana (art. 57, L.r.n. 41/2005) and Umbria (L.r.n. 11/2003). However, in those 

regions such legislation has never been acted upon, if not by drafting feasibility studies.  As Table 

1 indicates, despite this institutional diffusion of regional MISs, in several regions inertia 

                                                           
1 In 2009 the average monthly recipients were 95,543. 
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prevailed, as they did not introduce similar schemes and limited their anti-poverty strategy to 

(weak) top-up national funding for social policies targeting municipalities. 

In Spain, policy innovation at the sub national level was indeed more uniform. In 1989-95 all 

Autonomous Communities introduced programs that – albeit with differences - all aimed at 

tackling the poverty and social exclusion through universalistic benefits for individuals with 

incomes below an established threshold, associated with measures to promote social and labour 

market integration of beneficiaries (Aguilar, Gaviria and Laparra, 1995, Arriba and Moreno, 2005). 

Regional safety nets constituted in both countries a path departure from the weak original model 

that embodied the “selective universalism” principle (Jessoula and Alti, 2010).  Despite the 

heterogeneity of their institutional design - in terms of generosity, eligibility criteria, coverage and 

activation measures - and budget limitations, regional safety net in Italy and Spain at the time of 

their introduction presented similar key characteristics. First, entitlement to Mis rested on 

subjective and judiciable rights as well as on codified administrative procedures only in a very 

limited number of cases2, whereas in most regions access to these programs largely depended on 

both the amount of resources available in annual budget laws and the political will of regional 

administrations. Second, resources allocated for these measures were relatively limited, 

corresponding in most cases to less than 0.3% of total regional budget3. Third, territorial 

fragmentation was apparent, and it regarded available resources, benefit generosity, coverage, 

institutional and social inclusion elements. Regional expenditure did not only vary greatly from 

one region to the other, it was also not higher in those regions where poverty was more 

widespread. In addition, the system was poorly coordinated with existing national measures 

(Ayala, 2012). Fourth, low generosity and limited coverage characterized regional Mis.  In the 

mid-2000s the average basic amount was €353 Euro in Spain and €454 in Italy, with substantial 

cross-regional variation4. Since the benefit amount was equal to the threshold for accessing to the 

benefit, only families in extreme poverty could benefit of these safety nets. The presence of capital 

and behavioural requirements, as well as strong budgetary constraints, further restricted the 

possibility to access: in Spain, in 2006 only around 0,6% of total households could access to this 

benefit5. Finally, in both countries the measures were aimed not only at alleviating poverty 

through a monetary benefit, but also at the social and labour market (re)insertion of the 

beneficiaries. In Spain all regional measures implied a contractual relationship between 

institutions and beneficiaries, with the latter being required to sign a plan for social and labour 

(re)inclusion aimed at activating the individual – however, the “activating” component varied 

substantially across regions. In Italy not all the regional Mis had a “contractual” nature, even 

                                                           
2 These are Valle d’Aosta, the Autonomous Province of Bolzano and Trento in Italy, the Basque Country, Cataluña, Madrid 
and Navarra in Spain. 
3 In Spain in 2006, on average regional expenditure on Mis correspond to 0,24% of the total regional expenditure, and in 
Italy, according to available data, 0,23%. The Basque Country (2%) and Basilicata (0.86%) represents an exception. No 
data are available for the Autonomous Province of Bolzano and Trento. 
4 As useful examples, in 2006 Murcia the basic amount is equal to 300 € while in the Basque Country 549 €; in Italy it went 
from 300 € in Basilicata to 540 € in Friuli Venezia Giulia. 
5 In Italy available data reveal similar coverage rates, with percentages higher than 1% only in Basilicata (1.62% in 2007) 
and Valle D’Aosta (1,03% in 2006) 
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though in most of the cases regional Mis represented a breakthrough in the Italian tradition of 

mainly passive benefit (Heidenreich et at al., 2014).  

The Great Recession led to a very differentiated policy trajectories of regional Mis in Italy and 

Spain. In spite of mounting unemployment and poverty, in both countries national measures in 

the field of last resort income support remained extremely weak and no social rights were 

introduced to fight absolute poverty. By contrast, despite strong budgetary constraints on sub-

national expenditure (Del Pino and Pavolini, 2015), between 2007 and 2014 a significant – though 

possibly not sufficient - expansion of regional safety nets is apparent in Spain. Many regions 

introduced improvements in the definition of subjective rights to access Mis with the turning 

point being represented by the approval of Law 4 of 2005 in Asturias, which paved the way for a 

series of legislative changes aimed at formal recognition of the right to a minimum amount of 

resources necessary to maintain decent living standards. The right to minimum income has been 

recognized in the novel Statutes of Autonomies approved in 2006 and 2007 in six regions 

(Andalusia, Aragón, Baleares, Castilla y Leon, Catalonia and Valencia). The legal right to access 

these measures was also recognized though ordinary legislation in Cantabria (Ley 2/2007), Castilla 

y Leon (Ley 7/2010), and La Rioja (Ley 7/2009), in addition to regions that had already guaranteed 

access. Incremental improvements were also introduced in other regions such as Extremadura 

(Decree 281/2011), Murcia (Ley 3/2007), Valencia (Ley 9/2007), with the aim to attenuate the very 

residual character of the measure - although provision of Mis in these regions remained 

dependent on resource availability. Additionally, regional Mis coverage expanded in the same 

period: the numbers of beneficiaries more than doubled, and the coverage rate increased from 

0,6% in 2006 to 1,4% in 2012. Although generalized, the augmented coverage of these measures is 

regionally differentiated: in the Basque Country coverage rate grew of more than 4%, while in 

Castilla - LaMancha less than 0.4%. However, Mis expansion in Spain is not simply a reflection of 

rising caseloads, also benefit levels rose in real terms. The amount of the average benefit shifted 

from 353 euros/month in 2006 (56% of the minimum wage) to 428 euros (66.9%) in 2012.6  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
6 Regional differences persisted with a minimum amount of 300 euros (46.7% of minimum wage) in Murcia and a 
maximum amount of 641 euros (100%) in Navarra. This difference is even more significant when taking into account 
households with several children: a four-member household received 454 euros in Castilla LaMancha and 870 euros in 
the Basque Country. 
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Figure 1. Total regional expenditure (million Euros) and household beneficiaries of minimum income protection 

in Spain, selected years. 

 

Source: Authors’ elaboration on  Ministerio de Sanidad, Servicios Sociales e Igualdad 

 

The combination of enhanced legal guarantees, higher thresholds for accessing benefits and 

increased poverty resulted in a significant expansion of total regional expenditure on Mis, which 

increased from around 360 million euros in 2006 to more than 1 billion in 2013  (Fig. 1). Although 

total expenditure as well as the number beneficiaries increased in all CA, considerable differences 

remain as spending particularly increased in “special financing regions” (Navarra and the Basque 

Country). However, it is important to notice that expenditure for minimum income schemes as a 

percentage of total regional budgets increased in all Spanish CA with standard financing rules 

(Fig. 2). 

 

Figure 2. Expenditure for minimum income scheme as a percentage of total regional budget, 2006–

11, ordinary financing CAs 

 

Source: Authors’ elaboration on  Ministerio de Sanidad, Servicios Sociales e Igualdad (2007 and 2013) 
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The most critical aspect remains that the opportunity to benefit from these measures does not 

depend solely on the state of need of the citizens but rather on resources, capacity and political 

will of the regional government. These developments underline trends towards greater 

fragmentation of the minimum protection in Spain, which - far from decreasing - have grown 

since the beginning of the 2000s. 

Despite improvements moreover, one of the main problems currently regards the long waiting 

time in order to receive benefits: according to Caritas (2013) the average waiting period between 

application and payment is 6 months, but it can also increase up to one year and beyond, leaving 

beneficiaries in a sort of “dependency limbo”7.   

Conversely in Italy, the season of regional innovations (Lumino and Morlicchio, 2013), was short-

lived and was followed by a phase in which regionally based Mis were drastically limited. From 

2009 onwards, sub-national governments did not introduce any new initiatives. Moreover, some 

of the regions that had introduced pilot MISs in the mid-2000s rapidly discontinued them: 

Campania, Friuli Venezia Giulia, Lazio and Sardinia experienced a neat “policy reversal”.  

Overall, as Table 1 clearly stresses at the regional level, similar to events at the national level 

(Jessoula et al., 2015), the presence of a center-left government coalition is a necessary condition 

for have a path departure from the traditional Italian model of weak state intervention in the anti-

poverty filed. Despite this, the presence of a leftist government is not a sufficient condition for the 

introduction of a regional MIS. Interestingly, in all the regions where a center-right coalition 

succeeded, replacing a center-left coalition, these measures were rapidly discontinued. 

Conversely, where we observe a continuity of center-left government, such measures were 

maintained, if not reinforced. In particular in Basilicata, a small Southern Region characterized by 

unusual political stability, in 2009 the Region approved a new intervention called Program to 

combat poverty and social exclusion (COPES) that, albeit in continuity with the previous program, 

intervened in the structure of governance with the aim of improving its activation component. In 

2010 the Autonomous Province of Trento introduced a new program to face the social 

consequences of the crisis that, for its permanent nature, the guarantee of the individual right 

regardless of budget constraints, the governance structure and the presence of a constant process 

of monitoring and evaluation, constitutes for the Italian standard a best practice (Spano, Trivellato 

and Zanini, 2013). 

In conclusion, in Spain the introduction of regional MIS in certain regions seems to have produced 

spill-over effects and/or policy diffusion (Arriba and Moreno, 2005), as was the case in other 

European countries, such as Austria in the early Seventies. Moreover, in the period between 2007 

and 2014, in Spain we observe a general, although territorially differentiated, strengthening of the 

regional minimum income protection system.  

 

 

                                                           
7 The notion of dependency limbo derives from Guillén et al. (2013), which use this expression referring to the possibility to 

access to disability benefits in Spain. 
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8 The case of Puglia represents a contrast, since as the law introducing a MIS have had not been effectively 

implemented effectively throughout the region, but only in a few municipalities. 

Region Path departure 
/Inertia 

(Year) 

Government 
Coalition  

(2005-2009) 

Continuity / 
Reversal 

(year) 

Government Coalition 

(2009 – 2012)  

Basilicata Path departure 
(2005) 

Center Left Continuity Center Left 

Puglia8 Path departure 
(2006) 

Center Left Continuity Center Left 

Autonomous Province of 
Trento 

Path departure 
(1991) 

Center Left Continuity Center Left 

Valle D’Aosta Path departure 
(1994) 

(Regional party) Continuity (Regional party) 

Autonomous Province of 
Bolzano 

Path departure 
(1991) 

(Regional party) Continuity (Regional party) 

Campania Path departure 
(2004) 

Center Left Reversal 
(2010) 

Center Right 

Friuli Venezia Giulia Path departure 
(2005) 

Center Left Reversal 
(2009) 

Center Right 

Lazio Path departure 
(2008) 

Center Left Reversal 
(2010) 

Center Right 

Sardegna Path departure 
(2005) 

Center Left Reversal 
(2009) 

Center Right 

Abruzzo Inertia Center Left - Center Right 

Calabria Inertia Center Left - Center Right 

Emilia Romagna Inertia Center Left - Center Left 

Liguria Inertia Center Left - Center Left 

Lombardia Inertia Center Right - Center Right 

Marche Inertia Center Left - Center Left 

Molise Inertia Center Right - Center Right 

Piemonte Inertia Center Left - Center Right 

Sicilia Inertia Center Right - Center Right 

Toscana Inertia Center Left - Center Left 

Umbria Inertia Center Left - Center Left 

Veneto Inertia Center Right - Center Right 
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By contrast, in Italy, the policy evolution of regional MIS policies was severely constrained by the 

dynamics of political competition, in which a center-right governing coalition is a sufficient 

condition for preventing not only the introduction but also, and perhaps more surprising from an 

international perspective, the preservation of regional safety nets. Next paragraphs are devoted 

to explain such differentiated trajectories. 

    

4. Path departure dynamics: distinct demand, different supply   

In Spain, at the end of the eighties religious associations, and especially Caritas, contribute to draw 

attention on last resort safety net. More precisely, in the "Conference on Unemployment", held in 

Madrid from the 25th to 28th  January 1986, Caritas Spain officially supported a measure called 

"social salary" (Interview 1) , which has many of the features that today are commonly associated 

with minimum income schemes9. The decision to support a non-contributive income protection 

measure for the working age population is followed by an intense advocacy at national and local 

level. Caritas magazines dedicated much attention to minimum income protection in subsequent 

years10, and numerous high level conferences were organized on this topic11. Alongside these 

advocacy efforts, research centers close to Caritas have an important role in diffusing information 

on poverty in Spain, underlying that neither the increase in social spending, nor economic growth, 

had eradicated absolute poverty in Spain. 

The approval of the Revenù Minimum d’Insertion in France (1988) and the subsequent introduction 

of a similar measure in the Basque Country deeply affected the evolution of the “anti-poverty” 

debate in Spain. In September 1988, in fact, after a the publication of a report on poverty in 

Euskadi, the PNV PSOE coalition government introduced a "Plan Integral de Lucha against Pobreza 

en Euskadi" which, among other policy initiatives, introduced a regional last resort safety net in 

the Basque Country, initially called Ingreso Minimo Familiar. Also in reason of the contested 

relationship with the central government, the Basque initiative had a national relevance. The 

central government, and especially the back then Minister of Social Affairs Matilde Fernandez, 

strongly opposed the Basque plan and denounced on the national newspaper the risks connected 

with "giving the fish rather than teaching to fish" (Aguilar, Gaviria and Laparra, 1995).  

Conversely, both Spanish trade unions, Comisiones Obreras (CC. OO.) and Unión General de 

Trabajadores (UGT), included the introduction of a last resort safety net in the bargaining platform 

of the successful general strike on December 14th 1988. In the Propuesta Sindical Prioritaria (PSP), 

signed on October 1989, CC. OO. and UGT proposed, among other issues, the introduction of a 

national Mis. The great success of the general strike induced the government of Felipe Gonzalez 

                                                           
9 See “Comunicado de Caritas” in Documentación Social, n. 62, 1986. 
10 See in particular “Renta mínima y salario ciudadano” (1989), in La Acción social. Cuadernos de Formación, nº 12; “Lucha 
contro la pobreza y cambio social. Renta Minima Garantizada y Salario Ciudadanio” (1989) in La Acción social. Cuadernos 
de Formación, nº 13; “Renta mínima y salario ciudadano vol. 1” (October 1989), Dossier, Servicio de Documentaciòn de 
Caritas; “Renta mínima y salario ciudadano vol. 2” (Febrero 1990), Dossier, Servicio de Documentaciòn de Caritas. 
11 Among these, of particular importance is the Conference “Renta Minima y Salario Ciudadanio” held in Madrid between 
1 and 4 March 1990. Participated to this conference trade unions secretaries, representatives of the main national 
political parties, political and administrative personnel from the Autonomous Communities, and several policy expert. 
Records of this conference have been published in Documentacion Social, N. 78, Enero Marzo 1990. 
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to open negotiations with the trade unions, followed by the introduction of expansionary 

interventions, especially in the field of non-contributory pensions and disability benefits (Molina, 

2012). As for minimum income, however, the government maintained a rigid position and 

opposed the introduction of a national anti-poverty measure (Interview 1, 2, 3).  

The refusal of the national government led social partners to address their requests to the 

Comunidades Autónomas. As the former minister Matilde Fernández recalled in an interview: 

"There was a moment in which Nicolas Redondo, the secretary of UGT, told me: "Well, what we do not get 

here, we will make you look ridiculous because we are going to obtain it with your people locally." The 

negotiation over the social salary was a moment of rupture, indeed"12. 

Trade union PSP was addressed therefore not only to the national government, but also to all the 

Autonomous Communities. In the short period between the end of 1989 and 1991, social partners 

and the Autonomous Communities signed social pacts, which included the introduction of 

regional safety nets in all the communities that had not yet legislated in the field. Negotiations 

with subnational governments were indeed easier. On the one hand, because regional political 

actors had positive incentives compared with nationals. In fact, at the regional level it was possible 

to introduce budgetary constraints on access to these measures, therefore allowing controlling 

expenditure. Moreover, at the regional level the introduction of a minimum income schemes 

would not result in a redistribution of resources from richer to poorer parts of the country, which 

were politically salient issues that might have been vetoed in the national political arena.  

On the other, in this phase social partners subordinate signing social pacts with regional 

governments to the introduction of regional Mis (Interviews 4 - 6), at a time when regional 

political actors needed the legitimacy that could be guaranteed by a bi-partite agreement. 

Consensus seeking agreement with the social partners was somehow natural in the communities 

ruled by the PSOE. Moreover, in many autonomous communities, the support of Izquierda Unida 

was necessary to remain in office, and this party strongly supported union demands to introduce 

Mis (Arriba, 1999, Maravall, 1990). This is particularly the case in the Comunidad de Madrid, the 

first socialist government to sign a social pact introducing a regional safety net in contrast with 

the decision of the González government, which set the standards for approval of similar social 

pacts in rest of the Spanish Autonomous Communities. Similar agreements with the social 

partners were signed also in communities governed by the Popular Party. The Spanish Popular 

Party in fact did not opposed the introduction of regional Mis, partially pushed by the aspiration 

to establish good relations with the social partners (Molina, 2012), but also because opposing an 

anti-poverty intervention, strongly backed up by Caritas Spain, was hard to reconcile with the 

new strategy of this party which, under the new leadership of Aznar, sought to define itself as a 

centre catch-all party (Linz and Montero, 1999, Balfour, 2005). Political exchange dynamics, i.e. 

the adoption of a measure strongly supported by social partners and relevant civil society 

organizations like Caritas in exchange of legitimacy for regional governments and the political 

forces that support them, are so crucial to understand the introduction of regional safety nets in 

Spain (Lalioti, forthcoming). 

                                                           
12 Interview realized by Pr. Ana Arriba González de Durana on September 25 1997. Published here by courtesy of the 
author. Own translation. 
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Also in Italy in the late eighties, the introduction of the Revenu Minimum d'Insertion in France 

introduces a lively debate within left parties and trade unions over the possibility to expand the 

non-contributory protection for working age individuals13. However, religious and social actors 

in Italy remained rather tepid towards this measure. Italian trade unions did not support a 

national Mis. Conversely, in an interview to the magazine Inchiesta, significantly entitled "People 

do not have minimal needs", the then secretary of the CGIL Bruno Trentin strongly opposed a 

development in a universalistic sense of the income maintenance system in Italy.  At the same 

time, religious organizations in Italy did not actively supported an anti-poverty measure (Lalioti, 

forthcoming). Conversely, according to some author, the Catholic Church is among the main actor 

opposing the introduction and expansion of the national Minimum Insertion Income (Kahl, 2009). 

Further differentiating the two cases, the Italian debate on minimum income protection is strongly 

influenced by the proposals put forward by prominent intellectuals like Claus Offe and Philip 

Van Parijs to introduce a Basic Income14, i.e. a monetary allowance to all individuals belonging to 

a community. This proposal, strongly opposed by Italian trade unions, in the late Nineties in Italy 

became one of the main claim of some anti-capitalist and anti-globalization social movements, 

and in particular the so-called movement of the Tute Bianche (Fumagalli and Lazzarato, 1999, 

Iglesias turrion, 2003). 

The mobilization of social movements, despite their organizational weakness, in Italy is 

particularly significant as a result of the so-called svolta movimentista of the radical-left party 

Rifondazione Comunista (PRC), i.e. the attempt to became a privileged interlocutor of the social 

movements officially ratified in the V congress of 2001 (Bertolino, 2004). After this decision in fact 

this party, heir of a tradition supporting occupational forms of social protection rather than 

universalistic measures of income support (Picot, 2012, Madama et al., 2014), broaden its policy 

proposals. In the early 2000s, former secretary Fausto Bertinotti co-signed a bill soliciting the 

introduction of a national Mis (Law Proposal N. 862, of 15 June 2001).  

The devolution of social assistance to sub-national level and the participation of PRC in most 

regional governments ruled by center-left coalitions in the 2000s allowed the introduction of 

regional Mis in many regional policy agenda. In all regional contexts in which the center-left 

coalition known as the Union15 prevailed in fact, this party, often supported by other minor left 

parties, promoted the introduction of (unconditional) minimum income scheme. 

The introduction of non-contributive income protection measures in the regional policy arena is 

inflicted rather than promoted by the major Italian trade unions, although it is worth pointing out 

                                                           
13 IRES - CGIL in particular organized in 1989 a conference on "Citizenship Salary", where is debated the 
underdevelopment of the Italian non contributive income protection system and the main features of last resort safety 
net  in other European countries. Moreover, different bills are presented in 1989 in Parliament by leftist parties, and in 
particular by Proletarian Democracy, the Italian Socialist Party and by the Italian Communist Party. 
14 Today Basic Income Earth Network. 
15 In spite of political instability and frequent party changes it is possible to delineate some defining features of the center 
left coalition in the regional elections of the period between 2000 and 2010.  The main parties were one of the successor 
formations of the Cristian Democrats - the Margherita - located at the center (moderate left) of the political spectrum, 
and two successors of the Italian Communist Party, a center-left majoritarian but not dominant party named Left 
Democratic Party, and the Comunist Refoundation Party (PRC). Other minor parties were frequently part of the coalition 
(i.e. the Greens, the Italian Communists, the Italian Socialist Party, the Italian Social Democratic Party). 
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that, unlike the Spanish main confederations, Confederazione Generale Italiana del Lavoro (CGIL) and 

Confederazione Italiana Sindacato Lavoratori (CISL) did not adopt a shared position on this issue. 

CISL strongly opposed regional safety nets, expressing doubts about the financial viability of 

regional measures and a preference for an extension of social shock absorbers also to job categories 

that were previously excluded. CISL hostility towards Mis was motivated also by ideological 

reasons: in an interview carried out in Friuli Venezia Giulia, CISL regional secretary stressed that 

"CISL supports a participatory and subsidiary universalism. We must abandon the idea that there are public 

resources for all, and therefore, that we can afford to introduce measures such as a minimum income scheme. 

Firstly because there are no resources; then because a society has to be responsible, so you have to use the 

good forces of the society, also to hold them responsible. This is why we support the principle of subsidiarity, 

be it associative, familiar, or individual” (Interview 10). More nuanced is the position of the CGIL, 

which pressures regional governments to make regional measures conditional to active labour 

market policies and acceptance of job offers. This organization therefore participate in the 

construction of regional measures, pressing (often successfully) to make regional measures 

minimum income schemes of an European flavour rather than means tested forms of a Basic 

Income. 

The weak political demand in Italy made contextual political factors crucial. Therefore, in regions 

where social movements were particularly strong and the presence of left-wing "radical" parties 

particularly relevant, as in Campania and Lazio, we observe the introduction of measures of 

(unconditional) minimum income with no activation component. In other contexts, such as Friuli 

Venezia Giulia and Basilicata, the pressure of the radical left parties is useful mainly to introduce 

Mis in the regional agenda, even though, as a result of intra-coalition dynamics and within parties 

mediation, they resulted in  means-tested anti-poverty schemes associated with social and labour 

market (re) insertion measures, often of very residual nature16. Finally, in other regions ruled by 

the center-left coalitions, as in Emilia Romagna, Tuscany, Umbria and the Marche, leftist pressures 

obtain only a parliamentary debate and the realization of feasibility studies. 

In no case a center right coalition17 introduced a regional Mis in Italy. Moreover, some center-right 

parties strongly opposed the introduction of regional Mis also in region ruled by the center-left 

coalition. In Friuli Venezia Giulia, Forza Italia and Lega Nord during the parliamentary debate and 

in the following electoral campaign strongly criticized government’s initiative18. In particular, 

Forza Italy argued that those measure rewards lazy individuals not willing to work and that anti-

poverty measures are not State responsibility, but they should rather being delegated to the family 

and/or to the third sector. Lega Nord puts the emphasis above all on the fact that this measure 

benefit primarily non-deserving migrants. Conversely Unione di Centro (UDC) and Alleanza 

                                                           
16 The “redundant” names given to those regional experiments (Basic Citizenship Income (BCI) in Friuli Venezia Giulia, 
Solidarship Income in Basilicata) however, support the idea that those measures were introduced in the political agenda 
by leftist political actors campaigning for a universal unconditional income, 
17 In the regional electoral disputes of the 2000s the right pole in Italy displayed a fragmentation similar to the left pole. 
The coalition led by Forza Italia, the party created in 1994 by Silvio Berlusconi, was composed by a centrist party heir of 
the Cristian Democrats named Unione di Centro (UDC), a conservative right party called Alleanza Nazionale (AN) and the 
Lega Nord, a territorial party emerged at the end of the 1980s primarily interested in territorial rescaling to the advantage 
of the Northern regions, and other smaller niche parties, such as the New Italian Socialist Party and the Italian Republican 
Party.  
18 See Atti Consiliari Regione Autonoma Friuli Venezia Giulia, IX Legislatura, Seduta n. 177, on March 1 2006. 
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Nazionale (AN) do not oppose safety net per se but rather their design, stressing the importance 

to introduce restrictive elements, and in particular a time limit19.  Similar dynamics exist also in 

Campania and especially in Lazio, where UDC and AN, despite having doubts about the financial 

viability of regional safety nets, neither campaign against the measure nor vote against its 

introduction in the regional Parliament. Conversely, Forza Italia in the Lazio Parliament tried to 

impede the adoption of this measure, on the ground that Mis introduces strong disincentive to 

work and its introduction would contradict the strategy pursued by the Berlusconi government 

at the national level (Interview 11). 

 

5. The Right(s) and the differentiated policy evolution of regional Mis 

As outlined above, In Italy, the season of regional innovations, was short-lived and was followed by 

a phase in which regionally based MISs were all but reinforced. From 2009 until 2014, in a context 

characterized by pressures to contain public expenditure and a sharp increase in absolute poverty 

rate (Madama, Jessoula and Natili, 2014), sub-national governments did not introduce any new 

initiatives. Moreover, in all the regions where a center-right coalition succeeded, replacing a 

center-left coalition, these measures were rapidly discontinued: Campania, Friuli Venezia Giulia, 

Lazio and Sardinia experienced a neat “policy reversal” path. Conversely, where we observe a 

continuity of center-left government, such measures were maintained, if not reinforced. 

Particularly telling in this perspective are the cases of Basilicata, Friuli Venezia Giulia and Lazio. 

In Basilicata, a small southern region characterized by unusual political stability, the center-left 

regional governments strengthened their efforts towards minimum income protection. 

Conversely, in Friuli Venezia Giulia during the 2008 electoral campaign, right-wing parties, and 

in particular the Northern League, strongly criticized the newly introduced regional MIS, citing 

the risk of welfare dependency and contending that it would ultimately benefit of “non-deserving” 

immigrants. Accordingly, the removal of the so-called Basic Citizenship Income (BCI) was one of 

the first acts of the new Tondo administration in early 2009, a few months after the new regional 

government entered office. Further, the resources already allocated for the regional safety net 

were drastically reduced and transferred to municipalities, and closer cooperation was 

established in this policy field between the Region and Caritas (Zenarolla, 2012). Despite strong 

functional pressures -in terms of an absolute increase in poverty- MISs were rapidly eliminated 

by newly elected center-right regional governments in central (Lazio) and southern (Campania 

and Sardinia) regions. Once elected, the new Polverini (center-right) government in Lazio rapidly 

discontinued the scheme, claiming that minimum income should not be an entitlement associated 

with citizenship, and no new anti-poverty initiatives were adopted. It is in fact abandoned the 

vision of a public system of income support in favor of a stronger agreement with the third sector, 

and in particular with Catholic organizations. In particular, few months after the election the 

government signed a Protocol of agreement with the Community of Sant'Egidio for the 

establishment of a "Regional observatory for the study and development of policies to combat 

poverty and social exclusion". Moreover, the first budget bill signed by the Polverini government 

re-directs part of the funds originally planned for the Mis, approximately 10 million euro, to the 

                                                           
19 See, as an example, il Piccolo, January 17th 2006. 
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so-called Plan Against Poverty, an agreement made with 18 non-profit Catholic organizations20 to 

finance a range of services for certain groups considered particularly at risk of poverty and social 

exclusion21. 

The abolition of regional measures is indeed made possible by the absence of mobilization by the 

beneficiaries, which in no case are able to organize an effective protest. The reaction of relevant 

interest groups to the elimination of regional Mis in Italy is indeed significant. In the complete 

absence of protest by the vast world of the third sector, social movements mobilize against these 

decisions, even though with very limited results. For example in Lazio, in November 2010, during 

the discussion of the new budget law that displaced the Mis, social movement launched a new 

wave of mobilization that end up with occupation for a few days of the roofs of the Regional 

Council of Lazio22. Also the CGIL, which had contributed to the construction of the measure, 

mobilizes against the decision of the regional government. In particular, it organized a campaign 

entitled "Precarity does not pay, Minimum Income Guarantee does", which aims to collect 

signatures in favor of the regional safety net. In addition to the petition, it organizes some 

demonstrations against the policies of the Polverini government, that include among its objectives 

the restoration of the Mis23(Interview 12).  

CGIL’ mobilization has no significant effect on the evolution of anti-poverty policies in Lazio, 

perhaps because the other unions do not support it. CISL position remains in fact different, 

supporting the decision to discontinue regional Mis, particularly in reason of the simultaneous 

expansion of so called social shock absorbers ‘in derogation’, considered a sort of functional 

equivalent (Interview 13). In general, in Italy, a divided trade union movement coupled with the 

presence of a center-right coalition favorable to the traditional Italian social assistance model led 

to neat policy reversal path. 

Very different is the evolution of regional minimum income schemes in Spain. In fact, in no case 

regional safety net have been displaced and over time we witness a gradual expansion of those 

measures in terms of total expenditure, generosity and coverage levels, particularly pronounced 

during the Great Recession. Particularly significant for the purpose of the present paper is to 

observe the political dynamics behind the evolution of regional safety net in two Autonomous 

Communities for a long time ruled by the Popular Party, Castille and Leon and the Community 

of Madrid. In both cases, original safety net are deeply transformed over time. Two policy changes 

are particularly relevant: the introduction of the Ley 15/2001 in the Community of Madrid and of 

the Ley 7/2010 in Castille and Leon. These legislative interventions, which mark the shift 

respectively from the Ingreso Madrileno de Integracion to the Renta Minima de Insercion (Rmi) and 

from the Ingreso Minimo de Insercion  to the  Renta Garantizada de Ciudanania (RGC), introduced in 

both regional contexts the legal right to access to minimum income protection, eliminating the 

budgetary constraints that conditioned de facto the functioning of the previous regional safety net. 

                                                           
20 These are Caritas, Centro Astalli, Centro Don Orione, Comunita' di Sant'Egidio, Fondazione Don Luigi Di Liegro, Centro 
Elis, Capodarco, Opera Don Calabria, Opera Don Guanella, Don Bosco, Centro italiano opere femminili salesiane Lazio, 
Acse, Unitalsi, Frati minori onlus, Casa dei Diritti sociali, Acli, Agop onlus e Associazione Salvamamme.  
21 In particular dependent elderly, young people in conditions of difficulty, mothers with dependent children. 
22 See also la Repubblica, 8th December 2010, “I precari restano sul tetto della Regione”. 
23 See also La Repubblica 31st March 2011, Sfida alla Polverini, Cgil in piazza "Impedisce ogni confronto". 
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In both cases, those changes significantly enhanced citizens’ level of protection and caused an 

increase in regional expenditure and beneficiaries number’, particularly pronounced in the case 

of Castille and Lèon.  

In both cases, social partners’ demands were crucial to strengthen residual safety nets. In the 

Community of Madrid, trade unions after the second electoral victory of Alberto Ruiz Gallardon 

in 1998, subordinate the signing of a new social pact to the introduction of a new law24 (Interview 

4 – 7). In a phase of strong economic growth and evaluating regional social pacts positive for the 

economic development of the Comunidad de Madrid25, the regional government negotiated with 

the social partners the introduction of the Rmi26. The speech at the Asemblea de Madrid on 

September 19th 2001 of the former President Gallardon is particolarly telling, as he recognizes 

trade union’s role but it also provide some interesting comparative insights regarding the 

priorities of its government: 

 "Our regional government is concerned, and is responsible, for migrants, women, families, the disabled, 

and individuals who live in areas that do not benefit yet of the general progress of the region (...). And I can 

assure you that the most disadvantaged sectors of our society knows that if there is an individual right, 

recognized by law, to minimum income protection this is the result of a reiterated and well-argued request 

by trade unions which, for the first time and after twelve years, has been assumed by the government of the 

Popular Party "27 

Partially more complex is the case of Castile and Leon, where the shift from the IMI to RGC is a 

consequence of the decision of the President Vicente Herrera to introduce a new Statute of 

Autonomy. This document, which can be regarded as a sort of Constitutional Chart of the Spanish 

Autonomous Communities, requires to be approved requires the approval of two thirds of the 

regional assembly. This allowed social partners and PSOE to negotiate certain conditions in 

exchange for the approval of the Statute. In particular, their main requests are the creation of a 

Consejo de Dialogo Social that would institutionalize regional concertation and the formal 

recognition of the individual right to access to minimum income protection in Castille and Leon 

(Interview 8 - 9). The need to reach an agreement on the Statute of Autonomy and the positive 

attitude of the government of Castille and Lèon towards social dialogue (Interview 7 – 8 - 14 - 15), 

allowed both requests to be successful. As a consequence, the new Statute of Autonomy of Castille 

and Lèon establishes the "right to a Citizenship Guaranteed Income" (Art. 13.9) and three years 

later Law 7/2010, following the signing of a new tripartite agreement called “Agreement of the 

Social Dialogue on the Guaranteed Citizenship Income”, introduced the new RGC.   

While presenting significant differences, both in the policy making process and in the policy 

output, the two reforms indicate that expansive reforms are result of a political exchange between 

the government and trade unions, where the latter obtain the expansion of last resort safety nets 

and the former legitimacy and sharing responsibilities regarding public policies. Not always 

                                                           
24 See also El Pais, May 20th 2000 “Il nuovo segretario di CCOO esige da Alberto Ruiz Gallardon un nuovo patto sociale”. 
25 See Asemblea de Madrid, Diario de las Sesiones, 6-7 July 1999 and 27 September 2000.  
26 Even though negotiation especially with the Finance Councilor were particularly harsh at time, in particular concerning 
the introduction of the subjective right, the firm will to maintain the dialogue with the trade unions by President 
Gallardon allow reaching the compromise that in September 2001 led to the introduction of the Rmi. 
27 Diario de Sesiones, Asemblea de Madrid, 19 September 2001. Translation by the author. 
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regional governments are interested in opening a dialogue with the social partners and not always 

safety nets are a trade union priority. As an example in Madrid the government of Esperanza 

Aguirre (2002 - 2014), a prominent representative of the neo-liberal wing within the Popular Party, 

marks a sharp decrease in the use of regional social pacts and a stronger control over expenditure 

and beneficiaries of the regional Mis, in a context in which the Great Recession has weakened 

trade unions power resources and the need on the part of regional governments to reach 

agreements with the social partners (Molina, 2014, Gonzalez Begega and Luque Balbon, 2015). 

However, what appears here particularly relevant is that in Spain expansionary reforms have path 

dependent consequence and so far, in this policy field, no subtractive reforms have been launched 

by Spanish Autonomous Communities. Indeed, it appears particularly significant that although 

there are voices in the Spanish political debate proposing a stronger workfare approach, 

emphasizing the necessity of a stricter link with the labour market and to introduce stronger 

penalties for non-complying beneficiaries, no social or political actor proposes abolishing 

minimum income schemes. 

 

6. Understanding path departure, expansion and policy reversal in a contentious policy field 

The analysis conducted in the previous paragraph highlighted the different policy trajectories of 

regional minimum income schemes in Italy and Spain. The decentralization process led in both 

countries to a path departure from the original model of subsidiarity and weak state intervention 

in this policy field. In Spain, all regions introduced regional Mis which, despite significant 

variation in generosity, coverage and governance of the schemes cover the entire territory. In Italy, 

only some regions introduced those measures, and we do not observe a similar diffusion within 

all sub national units. Moreover, in Spain we observe a general, although territorially 

differentiated, strengthening of the minimum income system, whereas in Italy only the programs 

on the Special Status region in the North and in Basilicata were maintained, and regions which 

had not introduced in the previous phase those measures continued along the same path. Two 

different questions emerge therefore as particularly relevant: how can we explain in the two cases 

path departure from the original model? Why in Spain we observe a gradual expansion of the 

regional Mis, whereas in Italy those measures knew only a limited diffusion, and were often 

subsequently displaced? 

In order to explain the path departure, the inability of the national level to protect a relevant share 

of the population and the comparatively high incidence of poverty in both Italy and Spain should 

be taken into serious considerations. However, problem pressures - intended as the emergence of 

a new social need experienced by a large share of the population and the availability of resources 

to effectively respond to those needs - do not seem able to fully grasp the observed dynamics. In 

the Spanish case, the Autonomous Communities introducing for the first time Mis were not those 

with a higher incidence of unemployment and/or poverty. Moreover, the economic level of the 

regions is able only to a certain extent to explain the evolution of those measures: in the early 

2000's, regions with very similar GDP level displayed very different programs in terms of 

generosity and coverage (Arriba and Begona Perez, 2009), and some comparatively affluent 

regions had very restrictive programs (i.e. La Rioja, Cantabria). Similar if not more accentuated 
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divergences are observable in the Italian case: regional Mis were introduced in some of the more 

economically backwards regions of the South as well as in some of the richest region of the North, 

highlighting that it would be very problematic to link specific policy measures only to resources 

availability and/or poverty incidence.  This is no denying that functional pressures are relevant 

for the evolution of Mis: however, in order to fully grasp the complex relation between needs and 

policy responses, we have to focus also on political competition dynamics. 

Mobilization of social groups proved in both cases essential for the introduction of regional 

measures, in particular in ordinary status regions where budgetary constraints are higher and 

regionalist parties’ less relevant28. The Spanish case seems to indicate that mobilization on the part 

of social actors - primarily trade unions, but Caritas too - can overcome the limitations of the weak 

demand for minimum income protection in the age of retrenchment. The Italian case indicates that 

also social movement might have an impact in the policy making process, if they dispose of the 

political support by political allies that take up their claims in the institutional arena (Kriesi et al. 

1995, Tarrow, 1994). However, as foreseen by the literature (Della Porta and Diani, 2006), if 

exclusively social movement supports the demand the chances of actually implementing policies 

are very low. In fact, once political allies leave government positions, the ability of these actors to 

influence the political process is very limited and policy reversal decisions immediate. 

The structure of the party system appears equally relevant. In particular, competition within the 

left camp facilitated the introduction of regional Mis. In Italy minor left wing “radical” parties 

entering for the first time in the regional governments were able to introduce minimum income 

schemes in the regional political agenda. Once introduced in the political agenda, support for 

these measures comes from all the political parties of the centre-left coalitions, for their 

redistributive nature but also for the credit claiming potentials of those innovative measures. The 

limited influence of these political forces in other regional contexts allows to explain the lack of 

diffusion of those policies in other regions ruled by centre-left coalition, which is also favoured by 

the lack of support (if not barely concealed opposition) towards means tested anti-poverty 

schemes of the Italian trade unions.  Competitive dynamics within the left camp facilitated the 

introduction of regional Mis also in Spain. Minor centre and leftist parties systematically included 

the introduction of a safety net within their electoral programs at national and regional level: with 

different accents and forms, this is the case of left parties such as Izquierda Unida (IU) (Maravall, 

1990) and of regionalist centrist parties such as Partido Nacionalista Vasco and Convergencia Y Unio 

in Cataluna. In particular IU took the legislative initiative and was relevant for the introduction 

of Mis in several regions, and along with the trade unions, throughout their evolution was very 

active promoting their expansion. The presence of strong social actors and parties in the centre 

left pole campaigning for the introduction of those measures introduced competitive electoral 

dynamics that allow explaining the puzzle constituted by the ambivalent behaviour of the PSOE 

which, despite opposing the measure at the national level, pushed for its introduction in several 

Autonomous Communities (Arriba, 1999). 

                                                           
28 The interpretation provided in this paper aims to explain exclusively political dynamics in the “ordinary regions”: the 
presence of stronger regional cleavages and therefore specific patterns of political competition dynamics in the Basque 
Country, Navarra, Cataluña, Valle d'Aosta and Trentino Alto Adige made the evolution of Mis in those countries not 
assimilable to the general pattern. 
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Specific political competition dynamics are crucial to understand the differentiated policy 

trajectories of regional Mis in these two countries. In Italy, center-right governing coalitions 

constituted - in all regional cases - a veto player able to prevent the development of regional MIS 

policies, never promoting their introduction and, more puzzling in comparative terms, rapidly 

discontinuing them where they were already in place. A closer examination of the case of Friuli 

Venezia Giulia is particularly telling. The Church – State cleavage was activated in the regional 

political arena by Forza Italia, which opposed the introduction of entitlements linked to citizenship 

and preferred to re-direct the (limited) resources towards religiously based voluntary 

associations. As declared by the newly appointed Councilor for Health and Social Policy in Friuli 

Venezia Giulia: “Public institutions cannot substitute for charities and vice versa. For this reason, we plan 

to replace the Basic Income with other types of intervention”29. Further, and in contrast with 

predictions30, the regionalist party, Lega Nord, which might have regarded activism in the social 

policy realm as useful for competitive region building purposes, was anything but favorable to 

regional MIS policy. Rather than activating the Center-Periphery cleavage in a region-building 

vein, in Friuli Venezia Giulia, this party acted as a radical right party, criticizing those measures 

as favoring non-deserving migrants31. Therefore, despite significant effort by other parties in the 

center right coalition to maintain the program, the Lega Nord openly criticized and successfully 

prevented any attempt at improving the last-resort safety net. As suggested in the theoretical 

section, electoral competition within the right camp appears particularly relevant to 

understanding this puzzling policy choice. The removal of the regional MIS was considered 

particularly rewarding in the electoral arena for the Lega Nord because it allowed the party to 

politicize its opposition to migration and, consequently, to emphasize the distinctiveness of its 

policy proposals as specifically designed to protect nationals against migrants, in contrast to the 

other center-right parties (Interview 16). Despite strong functional pressures in terms of poverty 

increase, Mis have been rapidly displaced also in Central and Southern regions, where the NL 

was not part of the centre-right coalition. In those cases, a relevant role was played instead by 

former executives of Forza Italia, which opposed state intervention in the anti-poverty field and 

sought to be represented as a defender of both community-based welfare institutions and the 

traditional role of the family as a welfare provider. Also in those cases, resources initially devoted 

to regional safety net were rapidly re-directed to faith-based associations. Conversely, in Spain, 

the Partido Popular played a very different role in the introduction and evolution of regional Mis, 

and not only it never displaced those programs, but occasionally it even allowed their expansion. 

Moreover, in the Spanish case the State/Church and Libertarian/Authoritarian cleavages are not 

activated by any party in the political arena, whereas regionalist parties, in line with our 

theoretical expectations, at the sub-national level seems to have strongly promoted the expansion 

of anti-poverty measures. This seems to have favoured an overlapping consensus between center-

                                                           
29 Declaration taken from a local newspaper article, Il Piccolo (12 May 2008). Own translation. 
30 However, a different policy evolution, and one more in line with that predicted in the literature, is observable 

in the Special Status Regions of the North, where regionalist parties, yet not the Lega Nord, favoured the 

introduction and preservation of regional-based safety nets. At first sight, also in Spain regionalist parties seems 

to have promoted regional safety net in the Basque Country, Catalona and Galicia.   
31 Position reconstructed through a local newspaper article, Il Messaggero Veneto (25 June 2008). 
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right and center-left parties regarding minimum income protection, downsizing the contentious 

nature of social assistance policies, allowing the policy expansion of needs based social policies. 

7. Conclusions 

In light of the constant growth of relative and absolute poverty rates (Matsaganis and Leventi, 

2015), the traditional marginality of minimum income protection in Southern Europe represents 

a clear mismatch between needs and policies. Nevertheless in Italy minimum income protection 

system has remained fairly weak despite interesting novelties both at the national and at the local 

level, whereas in Spain we observe a significant, though possibly not sufficient, expansion of 

regional last resort safety nets. 

In order to solve the comparative puzzle constituted by those differentiated policy trajectories, in 

this paper particular attention was given to the interaction between the “demand and supply” 

dynamics of the political system. In the Spanish case, the presence of a strong demand, put 

forward especially but not exclusively by trade unions, combined with the absence of within pole 

competition dynamics at the right side of the political spectrum, allowed the introduction and 

gradual expansion of regional safety net. Conversely, a weak pressure to introduce safety net 

coupled with the activation and the political salience of the State-Church cleavage needs to be 

carefully considered in order to provide an interpretation of the Italian trajectory. In particular, 

the presence and coalition/competition dynamics within the right camp concerning different 

‘Rights’ – the traditional Catholic right and the radical one – were key factors in explaining the 

puzzling developments of the last-resort safety net at the regional level.   

The differentiated policy trajectory of regional Mis in Italy and Spain seems therefore to support 

the “politics matters” hypothesis, differently from previous claims made in the literature about 

the limited scope for political competition dynamics in the field of social assistance and call for a 

more precise investigation of political competition dynamics in this field (cfr. Jessoula et al., 2014). 

From the analysis presented in previous sections, we may draw two main conclusions and 

suggestions for further analysis and research. 

Firstly, in countries characterized by harsh competition among social group for (declining) social 

policy resources, social and civil actor support for minimum income protection appears crucial to 

have policy expansion. Our findings highlight in particular that trade unions might also pursue a 

pro-outsider strategy, adopting a policy agenda which favors the interest of social groups beyond 

their core membership, and call for a more precise investigation of trade union strategic choices 

in the social policy arena (Clegg et al., 2012). To explain the different preference of Italian and 

Spanish trade unions additional research is needed, but two lines of investigation appear 

particularly promising.  In Spain the introduction of regional safety net were coupled by the 

institutional involvement of trade union in parastate bodies, the so called Comision de Seguimento, 

that allowed to reinforce their organizational structure at the local level.  Conversely, in Italy, 

proposal of introduction of non-contributive income protection measures were perceived by trade 

unions as a menace to the existing income maintenance system, and particularly the social shock 

absorber system. The adoption of safety net in their bargaining platform by Spanish trade unions 

therefore seems to support the idea that unions’ preferences do not depend exclusively on union 

membership, but can also be formed in response to organizational interests (Davidson and 
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Emmeneger, 2011). Secondly, the Italian trade union movement appears more fragmented along 

political and ideological lines. Compared with the unitary strategy pursued in the political arena 

by CC.OO. and UGT in Spain, CGIL and CISL adopted different strategies, with the latter having 

a particularly negative vision of minimum income protection and supporting center right 

coalitions policy reversal choices both at the national and at the regional level. In other words, in 

Italy, it seems plausible that the existence of complex party-union relations combining religious 

and political cleavages gave rise to complicated consensus oriented political arrangements (cfr. 

Streek and Hassell, 2004), which might have been particular detrimental to the consolidation of 

minimum income protection.  

Secondly, our analysis seems to point out that the political activation of latent cleavages in the 

national party systems are particularly relevant for the social assistance field and that center right 

parties might have differentiated and conflicting preferences regarding Mis. In Italy center-right 

governments, activating the State/Church and Libertarian/Authoritarian cleavage, clearly 

opposed the institutionalization of Mis, with Forza Italia playing the (pro-) subsidiarity card in a 

public vs. community welfare vein and the Lega Nord exploiting welfare chauvinist arguments. 

The analysis of the Italian case allows therefore suggesting that policy preferences on the 

economic, cultural and immigration dimensions are bound together by parties on the left, but not 

by parties on the right (cfr. Cochrane, 2013). In other words, it appears that while at the left side 

multiple conflict dimensions tend to be absorbed by the socio-economic conflict dimension, this 

is not the case at the right pole. Therefore, political competition dynamics within right wing 

parties -acknowledging the salience of the multiple ‘Rights’ in this specific policy field – appears 

particularly detrimental to the strengthening of minimum income protection. In light of a trend 

towards increasing fragmentation of party systems and the recent growth of radical right parties 

in many European countries, there appears to be room for further research to detect the potential 

links between cleavage structure, political competition dynamics and development of minimum 

income protection. 
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