Is Italy about to disappear?
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The future of the Italian population depends in large part on migration. Marcantonio
Caltabiano and Gianpiero Dalla-Zuanna compare the most recent forecasts of net migration for
Italy proposed by Eurostat, ISTAT and the Population Division of the United Nations.
Depending on assumptions, the virtually inevitable demographic decline of Italy may be
profound or just modest: the latter scenario, however, seems to be more likely.

Italy’s demography is alarming. In 2022, births reached their historical minimum of 393,000,
141,000 fewer than only ten years before, and deaths outnumbered births by 320,000.
According to ISTAT (Italian National Statistical Institute), after reaching a maximum of 60.3
million in 2014, the Italian population has been decreasing for almost a decade, falling below
59 million at the beginning of 2023. The outlook on the age imbalance is even more worrying.
Without migration, between 2023 and 2042, some 10 million people will turn 20 (those born
over the period 2003-2022, 500,000 a year on average) and some 18 million will turn 65 (the
baby-boomers, born over the period 1958-1977). Good news for young job seekers? Possibly,
but while many new retirees have a maximum of 8-10 years of schooling, a large share of the
new labour market entrants will hold a high school diploma or a university degree, with 13-18
years of schooling, which means that youth unemployment may coexist with job vacancies. The
Italian labour market (mainly based on manufacturing and tourism), the welfare system and
society as a whole will struggle to cope with such a drain on the potential workforce, and the
consequences of this structural change.

These data have received wide coverage in the international press and on social media.
Paradigmatic is Elon Musk’s tweet of April 7, 2023, viewed by 5.3 million people: Italy is
disappearing! Is it an inescapable destiny? To discuss these issues, we compare three
population forecasts, proposed respectively by the Population Division of the United Nations -
UN DESA (2022), ISTAT (2022), and the Statistical Office of the European Union - Eurostat
(2023).


https://www.niussp.org/migration-and-foreigners/is-italy-about-to-disappear/

Comparing scenarios

Migration is difficult to predict. Movements to and from other countries are influenced not
only by individual choices and the economic situation, but also by the migration policies of
both origin and destination countries, and by geopolitical factors, whose impact in the short
and long term is not easy to evaluate. Furthermore, existing data, on which forecasts are built,
may be of poor quality and insufficiently detailed (e.g. by sex and age).

In Italy, immigration appears to have been extremely variable in the past 20 years or so, but
this variability probably reflects the administrative nature of the data, influenced by such
events as regulatory changes (for example regularization of foreigners already living in the
country), entry into the European Union of other states (e.g., Romania), political and economic
crises in neighbouring countries, and so on (Figure 1, left-hand side).

Figure 1. Net migration, Italy, 2002-2070
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Sources: ISTAT (observed data); UN, Eurostat, and ISTAT (forecasts). 2022 data are provisional.

Predicted levels of net migration for the period 2025-2080 vary considerably depending on the
agency that produces them (Figure 1, right-hand side, and Table 1). Everybody agrees that
there will (probably) be positive net migration, but the UN estimates are much lower than the
other two. Furthermore, previous UN exercises (2017 and 2019) projected declining net
migration, while their latest (2022) projections assume that it will remain constant throughout
the period (at initially lower levels). Eurostat forecasts significantly higher net migration (and
higher than in their previous forecasts), with a moderate decline over time. Finally, the ISTAT
forecast is halfway between the other two, lower than in preceding versions of analogous
exercises, especially in the first years.


https://www.niussp.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/Figure-1.-Net-migration-Italy-2002-2070.jpg

Table 1. Net migration towards [taly (thousands): UN, ISTAT and Eurostat forecasts

UN ISTAT Eurostat
Medium fertility variant Median scenario Baseline
Year Year of the forecast

2017 2019 2022 2018 2021 2022 2017 2020 2023
2025 100 93 58 182 136 143 182 228 231
2030 100 97 58 180 133 136 210 224 270
2035 100 97 58 173 132 132 216 220 278
2040 100 78 58 167 131 131 218 217 271
2045 100 59 58 162 129 129 204 216 250
2050 95 59 58 158 127 127 197 214 240
2055 90 59 58 153 126 126 188 213 236
2060 85 59 58 146 124 124 177 210 234
2065 80 59 58 139 122 122 172 208 239
2070 75 59 58 n.a. 118 118 164 207 240
2075 70 59 58 fn.a. n.a. n.a. 155 205 237
2080 65 59 58 n.a. n.a. n.a. 139 204 228

Sources: UN Eurostat, Istat.
n.a. = not applicable

These large differences are due to variations in the underlying assumptions. The UN predicts
constant net migration over time, close to the mean of the period preceding the COVID-19
pandemic, taking into account government policies and the flows of irregular immigrants and
refugees, and assuming that two-thirds of those who immigrate will return home within five
years of arrival.

The methodology behind the most recent (2023) Eurostat forecasts has not been published yet,
but will likely resemble that of previous publications (of 2017 and 2020), based on the
attraction factor due to the decline in the active population (WAFM - Working-Age Feedback
Mechanism).

The ISTAT forecast was based on the opinions of 86 experts recruited among participants at
the 2019 conference of the Italian Association for Population Studies (AISP) who were asked
to estimate immigration and emigration for 2050 and 2080. The probabilistic model used for
the forecast was developed using the distribution of figures these experts provided. (For more
details, see the references.)

Consequences for the size and structure of the Italian population

Different net migration hypotheses generate different patterns of Italian population change
over the century. In Table 2, we compare the projections to 2050 and 2070. The Italian
population is likely to decline in the next 50 years, but in markedly different ways in the three
scenarios. From the 59 million estimated by ISTAT on 1 January 2023, it may fall to just 44
million in 2070 (-14 million) according to the UN, or to 53 million, if one believes Eurostat (-5
million), while the proportion of people aged 65 years and over fluctuates between 34%
(Eurostat) and 37% (UN). Differences are smaller for young people (below 15 years) because
this component is mainly affected by future fertility trends, for which the three institutions
apply similar hypotheses (only slightly higher for ISTAT). Finally, the adult population will
drop by about ten percentage points (somewhat less according to Eurostat, somewhat more
according to the UN), tending to stabilize after 2050 due to the extinction of the baby-
boomers. By 2050, the absolute size of the population aged 15-64 years is very different in the
three forecasts, ranging between 27 million (UN) and 32 million (Eurostat). This represents a
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decline in all cases, considering that the current (2023) number is about 37 million.

Table 2. Some characteristics of the Italian population on 1 January 2023 and 2050/2070 according
to the most recent UN, ISTAT, and Eurostat forecasts

('::E::::d":} % 0-14 | % 15-64 | % 65+
1.1.2023 58,850 12.5 63.4 24.1
2050
UN 52,428 11.1 51.7 37.1
ISTAT 54,165 11.7 53.4 34.9
Eurostat 57,519 11.2 55.1 33.7
2070
UN 44,455 10.9 51.8 374
ISTAT 47,722 11.6 54.3 34.1
Eurostat 53,333 10.9 55.5 33.6

Sources: Our calculations based on online data published by UN, ISTAT, and Eurostat.

What will really happen?

According to the forecasts presented here, Italian population decline and ageing are
inevitable, but the severity of these trends will strongly depend on the number of net
migrants. Should they be as few as hypothesized by the UN, Elon Musk’s prophecy might be
very close to being fulfilled. If Eurostat’s predictions are more accurate, things will be
different.

If the Italian economy does badly, Italy may be unattractive for immigrants, as in the last
decade (see again Figure 1). However, if the post-COVID-19 recovery continues to be robust, a
new strong wave of immigration is possible, as in the first decade of the century before the
Great Recession, when they totalled around 300-350,000 per year.

The structure of the Italian labour market has not changed significantly in recent years, with a
relatively high proportion of unskilled jobs, that natives are (and will be) unwilling to do.
Entering and leaving Italy will probably continue to be relatively easy, because the (formally
strict) laws against illegal immigration are only loosely enforced. Businesses need more
workers than locals can offer, and the push factor from poor countries will remain strong for
decades (Colombo and Dalla-Zuanna 2019). It therefore seems reasonable to predict that
immigration will continue to be strong in the coming decades. As a consequence, as Mark
Twain would put it, the reports of death (of the Italian population) are greatly exaggerated.
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