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The Italian Senate: Characteristics 

!  Electoral system: 
!  315 members directly 

elected using hybrid 
electoral system 
combining closed list 
PR with majority 
premium: 301 of the 
315 seats are 
distributed among 18 
of the 20 regions (i.e. 
with the exception of 
Valle d’Aosta and 
Trentino-Alto Adige) 
according to their 
populations. 



The Italian Senate: Characteristics 

!  Electoral system: 
"  Parties field lists of candidates in each region, voters 

making a single choice among these lists. 
"  Parties are either independent entities or parts of 

coalitions. 
"  The counting of votes and the distribution of seats 

takes place, region by region. 
"  Exclusion thresholds: 8% for independent parties or 

parties in coalitions with < 20 percent; 3% for parties 
in coalitions with > 20 percent. 

"  Largest party or coalition awarded 55 percent of the 
region’s seats. 

"  The electoral law therefore places parties under some 
pressure to run as parts of large coalitions. 

"  The remaining 14 seats are divided between Valle 
d’Aosta, Trentino-Alto Adige and the overseas 
constituency. 



The Italian Senate: Characteristics 

!  Life Senators.  
!  Voting for the Chamber of 

Deputies, is at 18, for the Senate 
at 25.  

!  Identical powers and functions. 
!  Governments must retain the 

confidence of both branches. 



The Senate’s relationship to the 
Chamber: main issues 

!  Risk of incompatible majorities – a 
concern at various junctures: 
"  Until 1963 there were different terms 
"  In 1993 with the electoral law referendum 
"  Since 2005 with the change of electoral law: 

with a nationally distributed premium for the 
Chamber, different majorities is a practical 
possibility 

"  2006 outcome illustrated that the different 
voting ages is also an issue – rationale 

"  The impact of life Senators 



The Senate’s relationship to the 
Chamber: main issues 

!  The rationale for symmetric bicameralism: 

"  In Constituent Assembly some argued it was an 
illegitimate constraint, others that it was redundant 

"  Ultimately it was one of a series of compromises 
required by the composition of the Assembly 

!  Bicameralism but both branches to express popular 
sovereignty 

!  As both were to express popular sovereignty, equal 
powers seemed to follow 

"  The contribution to political stability 
"  Calls for reform thanks to the Northern League 

!  The Bicamerale 
!  The 2005 proposals 

"  The failure of reform 



The Senate’s relationship to the 
Chamber: main issues 

!  Legislative productivity: 
"  The assumptions 
"  Mistaken – two points 

!  May have increased speed 
!  The effects of equality of powers, in and of 

themselves, are necessary neutral 
"  The impact of bicameralism on decision-making is a 

function of 
!  Distribution of preferences 
!  Relative powers 
!  Standing orders   

"  What counts, then, is “congruence” and there has 
been a slight decline 

"  Any slight decline in productivity that may have 
resulted would not surprise 



Lessons for the UK 

!  Issue of whether or not to have wholly elected 
second chamber cannot be considered separately 
from the question of envisaged legislative powers 

!  Analysis of the Italian case suggests that 
symmetric bicameralism can and does work 

!  The Italian case casts doubt on much of the case 
against an elected Lords while offering empirical 
reinforcement to supporters: 
"  Does not obstruct governments 
"  Nor is it superfluous 
"  The process of recruitment does enjoy legitimacy 

!  Finally, the provision of an additional channel of 
access is especially worth emphasising……     


